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Preface 

This is the space in which one should acknowledge, thank, disclaim, and 
perhaps even apologize. Let me first thank my wife, Jan Knippers Black, 
whose benign influence is notable at many points in this book. I need also 
to acknowledge an intellectual debt to my professors of long ago at Har
vard, particularly Carl J. Friedrich, Samuel H. Beer, Samuel P. Huntington, 
and Herbert J. Spiro. Mary Boughton and Arlene Whittle are especially to 
be thanked for their work on the manuscript, as are Cathy Tanner, Ruth 
Merz, and Lani Leberman. 
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Shots are individually copyrighted and are not to be reproduced without 
the permission of Mr. Brilliant. 

This book is deliberately conceptualized as an introduction to politics 
and not to political science, so let me apologize to all my professional col
leagues who have done clever things that are not discussed here. 

Monterey and Stockton, California 
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TJL o understand human behavior in 
any general way, we should start with the acknowledgment that nature has 
programmed humans, like other animals, as individuals, as members of a 
family, and as members of the species. The complex of motives built into our 
DNA includes not only those to assure survival of the individual and the 
family—that is, economic activity that will provide immediate and future 
food and shelter—but also the survival of our DNA through the procreation 
of new generations of descendants and close relatives. This not only entails 
the search for appropriate marriage partners, sexual jealousy, and dynastic 
politics, but may also provide the basis for ethnic chauvinism and racism. 

The range of motivations implanted means that conflicting courses of 
action are indicated in specific situations, thus providing the raw material 
for tragic drama. Some predispositions give humans the capacity to bind 
with each other in solidarity to achieve common purposes, while others 
motivate deadly competition for resources and for the ranking in status hi
erarchies which gives priority access to resources. 

Civilized social living has consisted of the establishment of institutions 
and accepted patterns of political behavior that partly recognize and accept 
the powerful motivational drives encoded in our genetic makeup, and 
partly restrain and try to bring them under control in the interest of the op
timal functioning of the social unit. Thus, for example, a hierarchy of sta
tus may be recognized for certain purposes, such as the wielding of 
political power by officeholders, but denied in other instances in which all 
people are held to have equal rights. Sexual jealousy in its relation to pro
creation may be given a certain legitimacy, as when divorce is allowed on 
grounds of adultery, but may stop short of accepting a husband's killing of 
his wife and her lover caught in the act. For the requirements for success
ful living in civilized society, nature has oversupplied its implanted pur-
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poses with motivational power, but it has also provided a reasoning ability 
that can be used, up to a certain point, to resolve the problems presented. 

Individual structures of motivation, thus, include the primary drives serv
ing the purposes of survival, self-assertion, and perpetuation of the genes; 
behavior inculcated by society in the attempt to make civilized social living 
possible; and the psychodynamic structure developed by the individual 
child to find a way to survive and prosper in the long transition from help
less dependence in a particular family setting to mature self-assertion. Com
plicated, yes; but, one hopes, not too complicated to be understandable. 

POLITICAL SCIENCE 

This book is an introduction to politics not, like so many basic texts, an intro

duction to political science. That is, our focus wi l l be on the substance of politics, 

not on how it is studied by scholars. I wi l l not be footnoting the work of col

leagues, and wi l l deal with current differences among schools of thought only oc

casionally in passing. It is nevertheless worthwhile to outline how the academic 

discipline of political science is organized so that the student can have some idea 

of what it is that political scientists do. 

A variety of ways of organizing the field of political science are defensible, but 

probably the most commonly used in the United States is that which establishes 

a series of four subfields. One of these is the history of political thought, some

times called "political theory/' the study of the ideas of major political thinkers 

through history. Although of great importance to the discipline of political sci

ence, courses in the history of political thought can sometimes be found also in 

departments of philosophy. 

The second subfield is the study of international relations. This is obviously an 

integral part of political science, although some institutions have separate depart

ments for international relations, which also integrate subjects like international 

economics and diplomatic history along with studies of international politics. 

Comparative politics is the study of actually existing political institutions and 

practices in different countries. It includes studies of legislatures, court systems, 

political parties, and interest groups. 

Logically, American politics should simply be a subdivision of comparative 

politics, but because a majority of the world's professional political scientists are 

Americans and a colossal body of material having to do with U.S. politics exists, 

American politics is in the United States treated as a separate field, and further 

subdivided into subfields such as U.S. national government, state and local gov

ernment, parties and political behavior, public law, and public policy and ad

ministration. Because public administration is not just an academic field of study 

but also a technical specialty training future practitioners, it is very often estab

lished as a separate academic program. 



I 

BASIC PRINCIPLES 



This page intentionally left blank 



CHAPTER 1 
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THE PURSUIT OF INTEREST 

Fundamental to the study of politics is the concept of interest. Now quite 
clearly human individuals are self-interested—that is, concerned to pro
mote their own well-being. This is necessarily so, after all, since otherwise 
the human species would have died out long ago. If human animals were 
indifferent to their own requirements for food and shelter, then clearly hu
mankind would never have been able to survive. 

Nor would it have survived if parents were indifferent to the nurturance 
of their young. Human babies are defenseless and incompetent. They have 
to be sheltered, nursed, and fed. Thus the human animal which has sur
vived to the present day is necessarily one that promotes not only his own 
interests, but also those of his juvenile dependents. 

To put it another way: human beings create for themselves an identity 
that extends beyond single individuals and encompasses one's family; but 
this capacity to identify with other humans beyond the immediate biolog
ical self, necessary if helpless infants are to survive, can also extend to 
larger collectivities—the extended family, the tribe, the nation; even a com
pany, a government agency, a fraternity or an athletic team. In fact, it can 
and does extend to all of humankind. 

Often the pursuit of self-interest is taken to be opposed to altruistic be
havior; one is said to be either selfish or unselfish. In fact, however, what 
we are dealing with here is not a polarity but rather a continuum. The 
character of self-interested behavior depends on the nature of the "self" in 
question. Different individuals conceptualize their identities differently. To 
some the national or racial group to which they belong is a very important 
source of conceptualizations of their own identities; for others, the identi
fication with all of humankind is stronger than with that of the ethnic or 
language group into which they happen to be born. 
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THE SELF 

Even with respect to the individual, the concept of self is problematic. "Two 
souls/' writes the poet, "are at war within my breast/' To the great Greek philoso
pher Plato, the individual was a battlefield between the forces of reason, emotion, 
and appetite. Is it in your self-interest to take the money when no one is looking? 
Or is it in your self-interest instead to develop a just character of which you can 
be proud? 

Am I being self-interested if I vote for lax enforcement of local tax col
lection laws? Sure, because I identify myself as one who can get away with 
underpaying his taxes. But am I being self-interested if I vote for stricter 
enforcement? Yes again, because then I am concerned that the county be 
adequately supplied with the revenue to provide the services from which 
I benefit. 

The individual's capacity to extend his or her ego to include a variety of 
social collectivities can be seized on and exploited by the leadership of var
ious kinds of social formations. Cheerleaders promote enthusiastic identi
fication with a sports team, which raises its morale and thus improves its 
chances of winning. Leaders of nation-states try to arouse patriotic feeling 
through indoctrination in schools, which prepares people to respond to 
symbols such as anthems and flags. 

EMPATHY 

It has been generally accepted that the fundamental principle of morality is the 
Golden Rule: "Do unto others as you would have them do unto you / ' There have 
been many ways of formulating this principle (the work of the late-eighteenth-
century philosopher Immanuel Kant is particularly notable) but the basic premise 
is clear: that, being of equal moral worth, human beings are entitled to be treated 
with equal consideration. 

If, instead of asking the question in terms of logic and rights, however, we in
stead look for the basis for moral behavior in human emotions and psychology, 
we get an interesting answer. Psychological experiments suggest that the basis for 
moral behavior toward others is the capacity to empathize with them, the capac
ity to be aware that others feel the same kind of pain as oneself. Those found 
guilty of crimes of brutality frequently lack this capacity to empathize, perhaps as 
a result of some inherent biological defect, perhaps as a result of a cold and alien
ating upbringing as children. 

Morality thus has emotional as well as logical roots. In fact, one of the early for
mulations of the Golden Rule, by the first-century rabbi, Akiva, was "Love your 
neighbor as yourself." 
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To Walter, his regional identity is all-important: he is first and foremost 
a Southerner, regarding Yankees as an alien and suspect race; Mary iden
tifies primarily with women and the handicapped; while Jose thinks of 
himself as a Catholic and a self-employed businessman. These varying 
identities affect the political interests each will try to promote: how they 
will vote, what organizations they will join and support, what they will 
write to their congressmen. The shape of each individual's identity profile 
is different and therefore the values that each person seeks to promote 
and the strategies each pursues are different. Thus the resulting range of 
behaviors can vary a great deal, without changing the basic point that a 
person's political activity generally consists of the promotion of interests, 
variously conceptualized and defined, which reflect that person's self-
identification. 

SOME BASIC CONCEPTS 

Interests are promoted in dealings with other people by means of tech
niques of both conflict and cooperation—fighting or voting on the one 
hand, forming alliances and organizations on the other. This is the activity 
we call politics. These techniques of politics are similar whether the pur
poses of political activity are the establishment of policies in the general 
public interest, the promotion of the interests of an economic or ethnic 
group, or simply the advancement of an individual career. 

Another key term used in discussions of politics is power. Briefly put, 
power is the ability to influence others to do what one wants. There are 
thus several possible sources of power: physical coercion, legal authority, 
emotional attachment, and economic leverage, for example. Although nor
mally we speak of politics when referring to activities in the public sphere, 
related to the state and its authority, politics takes place everywhere—in 
the family, in the university, in the courts of justice—and power, in its var
ious forms, is used in these arenas. A mother may have power over her 
children because of their emotional attachment to her; an employer has 
power over his workers by virtue of his control of their wages; a television 
broadcaster may have power because of his or her influence on the view
ers' attitudes and beliefs. 

Legal authority is a specific kind of power, the power assigned to indi
viduals by the law to act on behalf of the organized community. Apolitical 
constitution establishes the allocation of powers for the government it sets 
up. Holders of office under that constitution then have legal authority to 
act in the name of all of the members of the polity. 

This polity, or politically organized community, is called the state. This is 
not "state" in the sense of a constituent unit in a federal system, fifty of 
which together constitute the United States; the more general meaning of 
"state" refers to the political aspect of an organized human community. 
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Today the term normally used is "nation-state," signifying that the politi
cal boundaries drawn among mankind are in principle approximately the 
same boundary lines that distinguish between people of different na
tions—that is, different languages and ethnic identities. Reality often devi
ates from this norm, however, as we shall see in Chapter 12. A state is thus 
an organized body of people, located in a specific extension of territory 
and under the authority of a single government. 

SOVEREIGNTY 

The state is often said to enjoy sovereignty. The doctrine of sovereignty, 
as this was developed in the early modern period in Europe—for exam
ple, by writers such as the sixteenth-century French jurist Jean Bodin—is 
that within any jurisdiction there can be only a single authoritative source 
of law. The logic of the principle of sovereignty is this: a French peasant, 
let us say, living in Normandy, may be subject to the authority of the duke 
of Normandy, of the king of France, and of the local bishop. It is quite 
likely, however, that in this situation the duke may require the peasant to 
do something opposed to what he has been required to do by the bishop. 
The duke says "To get this castle built on time, I want you to work seven 
days a week." The bishop says "Don't work on Sunday. I want you in 
church." In this case of conflicting sources of law, the peasant can follow 
only one set of requirements; the source of whichever body of law the 
peasant actually follows in case of conflict is the sovereign. (The king of 
France is appealed to by the duke, while the bishop appeals to the pope, 
who confirms that no one should work on Sunday. But the king says, "Of 
course I have the greatest respect for the pope, and I like to follow his 
edicts where possible. Normally, people should observe the Sabbath. 
However, I rule that in cases of military emergency, as decided by local 
lords, people can be required to work on Sunday.") A single source of law 
is thus necessary to avoid the problem of conflicting requirements placed 
on the citizen. If, for example, the king of France is sovereign in the sense 
that his laws override those of other authorities when they are in conflict, 
then the king may permit other jurisdictions—the municipality, the 
province, or the bishopric—to make regulations within a sphere defined 
as their own. Nevertheless, he has the authority to overrule them if he 
thinks it is necessary. The sovereign is thus that source of law which has 
the last word in cases of conflict. 

Needless to say, this doctrine was a very handy one for kings to use in 
the early modern period, when all across Europe monarchs were trying to 
establish their absolute authority at the expense of loyalties owed to the 
pope and the Catholic Church, or to local notables and landowning aris
tocrats. There had been a confusion of overlapping and shifting authority 
in Europe since the gradual decay of the Roman Empire. 
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In fact, however, the doctrine of sovereignty oversimplifies and thus dis
torts the real situation. Thus, for example, what person or body is the sov
ereign in a constitutional democratic system? A good parlor game could be 
organized around that question. Where does sovereignty lie in the United 
States? In U.S. political oratory, state governments are frequently referred 
to as "sovereign," but that is only a rhetorical flourish. Is Congress sover
eign at the national level? No, Congress cannot be regarded as the wielder 
of sovereign power since its acts can be vetoed by the president or nulli
fied by the Supreme Court. Presidential acts can also be set aside by the 
Court. But the president appoints the members of the Supreme Court, 
with the advice and consent of the Senate, which may impeach and re
move them from office. 

Thus there appears not to be a determinate "sovereign" in the U.S. sys
tem. But why should this be surprising? After all, the whole point of a con
stitutional system is to divide and allocate powers so that no individual or 
agency of government becomes too powerful. One could say that the 
whole purpose of a democratic constitution is to eliminate the existence of 
a single sovereign power as too dangerous to individual liberty. The 
checks and balances in the U.S. Constitution serve to ensure that no single 
individual or body of individuals has "the last word," except perhaps the 
electorate itself. 

Although it was developed for its usefulness in cases of domestic 
clashes of jurisdiction, the doctrine of sovereignty finds its greatest appli
cation today in international relations. The premise that governments of 
nation-states are sovereign implies that a government cannot interfere in 
matters solely within the domestic jurisdiction of another state. 

Thus sovereignty remains the basic organizing principle in international 
relations. In practice, however, although legally they have full sovereignty, 
most governments in the world today do not have complete control over 
their own affairs. The world is so interdependent economically that some
times a small state may be completely at the mercy of a larger trading part
ner. Moreover, a large and powerful state has a variety of techniques it can 
use to dominate its neighbors. We will return to this theme in Chapter 12, 
where we will discuss imperialism and hegemony. 

THE STATE AND SOCIETY 

The state, as we have seen, is the organized political community. Another 
way of putting this is to say that it is the grouping together of the political 
functions needed in any organized society. Some societies do not have a 
state in this sense. In these less-developed societies, political functions are 
not separated from other social functions; decisions about matters we think 
of as political may be made by the same community elders as make reli
gious or cultural decisions, or by the same tribal councils or assemblies. 
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ARISTOTLE ( 3 8 4 - 3 2 2 B.C.) 

A student at Plato's Academy in Athens, Aristotle served as tutor to the boy 
who would become Alexander the Great before returning to Athens to found his 
own school, the Lyceum. Although his early writings are close to Plato's dia
logues in style and content, the major works of Aristotle's that survive are sub
stantial texts based on his mature thought and the extensive research carried on 
by Aristotle himself and by younger colleagues and students at the Lyceum, ap
parently compiled by later editors from Aristotle's lectures at the school. These 
are extraordinary in the range of subjects covered, from logic and ethics to po
etry and rhetoric to physics and biology; and for the wide-ranging empirical re
search on which they are based. In many fields, Aristotle's work was not 
surpassed until the nineteenth or twentieth centuries; in some, it is still the best 
work that has been done. 

In his writing on politics, Aristotle classified the different kinds of constitution 
and wrote that while monarchy or aristocracy would be fine if their rulers, king or 
elite, remained virtuous and public-spirited, it was most likely that they would be 
corrupted and become, respectively, the degenerate forms of tyranny or oligarchy. 
Democracy was also likely to become corrupt—although in its corrupt form it 
would be less harmful than tyranny or oligarchy—so that the most desirable and 
stable political system in practice would be a mixed one, a constitutional system 
in which different institutions represented different interests. Such a system is 
most likely to be led by people of moderate wealth, who are less likely to follow 
extreme policies than either the rich or the poor. This kind of mixed system, 
which combines the virtues of freedom and stability, is the most likely to provide 
an environment in which individuals and families can grow in knowledge, virtue, 
and wisdom. 

Although Aristotle seemed to have considered that the classic city-state pro
vided the appropriate size for a political system, it is likely that he would recog
nize the constitutional democracies of today as the kind of mixed political system 
he advocated. 

The great Greek political scientist, Aristotle, is often quoted as saying 
that man is by nature a political animal—in other words, that the state is a 
natural and inevitable accompaniment of human existence. Man is cer
tainly naturally a social animal—which is probably closer to Aristotle's 
meaning—in the sense that without society man would not be man as we 
know him. A distinctive feature of human animals, for example, is their 
ability to think; but complex thinking is hardly possible without language, 
and language is a structure that develops only through living in society. 
Although some people, who are called anarchists, believe that government 
does more harm than good and people would be better off without it, most 
people would say that some kind of government is necessary in society, 
that the common life of society requires a decision-making mechanism, 
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and that the decisions made must bind all the members of the society, and 
not just those that agree with them. 

SOCIAL CONTRACT THEORY 

It is certainly true that the existence of government creates a paradoxical 
situation. Since government establishes rules and enforces them, even 
against the wishes of individuals in specific cases, it is in effect saying 
"Yes, you are being forced to do something you don't want to do. Govern
ment forces you to do what you don't want to do, but government never
theless exists for your own good." In his Social Contract, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau heightened the paradox, writing that under government, which 
alone made it possible for people to enjoy freedom, man would be "forced 
to be free." "Man is born free," wrote Rousseau, "but he is everywhere in 
chains." In his dramatic way, Rousseau was asking "Why should human 
freedom be restricted?" 

JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU (1712-78) 

A philosopher of Protestant origins from Geneva writing in French, Rousseau 
was an influential figure in the development of the ideas of the Enlightenment that 
contributed to the French Revolution, but also in the Romantic reaction against 
the Enlightenment which set in during the nineteenth century. His writing, which 
extended to novels and opera as well as to works of philosophy, had as its theme 
that man was by nature good but was corrupted by society. 

The answer had already been given in an earlier version of the "social 
contract" that Rousseau described. In his Leviathan, published in 1651, 
Thomas Hobbes wrote that the fundamental problem of human life was 
that anyone could kill anyone else. The first problem of existence, there
fore, was to assure public safety; government thus begins with a police 
force. Instead of being able to rely only on an unsure self-defense, people 
constitute a state that will provide them security through collective de
fense. Because the threat to security is so pervasive, so permanent, and so 
great, the state that guarantees security must be all-powerful, even 
despotic. 

Writing after Hobbes, John Locke thought that this view went too far. 
The state was indeed necessary only to assure law and order. But Hobbes 
was wrong: most people do not pose any threat to their neighbors. A state 
that exists primarily to provide a minimal police force may need some 
other minor powers, but does not need to have power to regulate the econ
omy, transfer the ownership of land, or fight foreign wars. Government 
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T H O M A S HOBBES (1588 -1697 ) 

Influenced by contemporary developments in the natural sciences, Hobbes at
tempted to construct an all-embracing philosophy, which would include biology 
and theology, in a rigorous deductive manner like that of mathematics. While this 
approach gives clarity and power to his work, it forces him to overlook subtleties 
and nuances that a more complex treatment would require. In Hobbes's theory, 
a state with absolute power is necessary to provide security, and law is simply the 
command of the sovereign. The utilitarianism of his political theory made con
servative monarchists as uncomfortable as it did liberals. 

should be limited in what it does, leaving to individuals as much freedom 
as possible. This was a doctrine taken up enthusiastically by Thomas Jef
ferson, who embodied it in the American Declaration of Independence. 

Social contract theory supplies a logical explanation of why the state ex-
ists. It answers the question "Why would people create the state?" But log-

J O H N LOCKE (1632 -1704 ) 

Although Locke's writings on epistemology (theory of knowledge) and politics 
are somewhat lacking in consistency and rigor, they led to conclusions consistent 
with what people of his time wanted to believe. He advocated toleration of reli
gious views, at least among the various Protestant sects (that is, he excluded 
Catholics and atheists from toleration) and he urged limited government, arguing 
that an implicit social contract only authorized government to do what men 
could not do for themselves. If government exceeded its appropriate limits, the 
people had a right of rebellion. 

This political philosophy seems primarily a justification of the "Glorious Revo-
lut ion" of 1688, which removed James II and placed Wil l iam and Mary on the 
throne of Britain; and of the desire of the emerging capitalist class to be free of ar
chaic government-imposed obstacles to free trade. This combination of political 
and economic liberalism was particularly well received in the American colonies 
and Locke was in great favor with the theorists of American independence such 
as Thomas Jefferson. 

ical explanation of a human institution is only one of the alternatives. The 
other is genetic explanation—that is, an explanation in terms of the institu
tion's genesis, or historical origins, which answers the question "How did 
that institution actually arise?" This distinction between logical and ge
netic explanation is an important one, since people are perhaps too prone 
to assume that something exists for a good reason, whereas in fact it may 
exist as the outcome of a process of historical accidents, or for reasons not 
immediately apparent. 
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THE ORIGINS OF STATES 

If we look at the actual historical processes involved in the creation of 
states, we find some examples of an actual social contract being made, but 
they are very few. (One such actual social contract, for example, is the so-
called Mayflower Compact, drawn up by those sailing from England on 
the Mayflower in 1620, agreeing to establish a new colony and specifying 
the extent and organization of government power in it.) In a sense, every 
new written constitution is in effect a social contract, but in a limited sense 
only, since the society already exists, as does the state structure and the 
system's laws, so that in fact a new constitution introduces changes that 
may be only marginal in the life of the polity. A constitution is most likely 
to approximate the social contract discussed by the philosophers when in
dividuals coming from different societies settle new lands, carving out a 
new jurisdiction in previously unsettled territory. 

The lives of most political systems, however, had other origins. Most 
typically, the state seems to have developed as the third stage of the evo
lution of a society that had originated as an extended family, and then be
came a tribe; or out of the conquest of one such group by another. The 
Bible, for example, contains an account of how the ancient Israelites de
cided to give themselves a government "like the other nations." A per
suasive account of the origins of ancient political systems as they evolved 
from extended families can be found in The Ancient City of Numa Denis 
Foustel de Coulanges, first published in 1864. In this model, the senior 
male of the family, the patriarch, decides major issues. As the family 
grows through natural increase, through marriages to members of other 
families, the purchase of slaves, and the contracting of indentured ser
vants, the family may become a small tribe. The patriarch may need to be
come a leader in war. He probably also has religious functions, perhaps 
leading in the veneration of ancestors. Tribal leadership of this kind can 
still be found in Africa or in Papua New Guinea, coexisting uneasily with 
modern state structures. Until quite recently, vestiges of this system could 
still be found in places like the Scottish highlands or the hills of East Ten
nessee. Only rarely has a modern state structure been able to accommo
date preexisting tribal organization. A case exists today in the Republic of 
Western Samoa, in the South Pacific, where only the mataes, the heads of 
extended families, can vote in elections for the legislature. Thus some
times the state originates in a situation of conquest and must coexist with 
a preexisting tribal structure, whereas in the ancient world a tribal society 
might itself generate a state structure. 

The contact of tribal political units within a common territory results in 
a structure of intertribal relations in which we can discern in primitive 
form many of the features of the system of relations among modern states. 
In the absence of an effective structure of international government, as we 
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shall see in Chapter 11, states rely on mechanisms of reciprocity and retal
iation to enforce compliance with the rules by which they live. That is, 
states extend to other states the treatment they wish accorded to them
selves and take punitive action against states that violate their rights com
mensurate with the magnitude of the offense. 

A similar system of retaliation for the violation of the rules of intertribal 
conduct can be seen in systems where the effectiveness of the modern state 
is limited, even today. For example, in Papua New Guinea, the tribal units 
(called, in pidgin, wontok, because they share "one talk," or a single com
mon language) take direct action against members of a wontok that has in
jured theirs in a direct and commensurate manner. If a member of one 
tribe kills a member of another, the injured wontok is justified then in 
killing a member of the other tribe. This is a system of deterrence by retal
iation, which is after all an early form of the system of deterrence by threat 
of punishment generally characteristic of contemporary legal codes. Retal
iation may, under certain circumstances, be avoided by the wontok inflict
ing the injury if it instead offers compensation that the injured group finds 
acceptable. In fact, in present-day Papua New Guinea a great deal of time 
is taken up in negotiation and litigation among tribal groups to establish 
acceptable amounts of compensation for injury. 

An intermediate system existed in early Anglo-Saxon Britain where a 
tariff of amounts of compensation for specific injuries to specific categories 
of people was established. The amount to be paid to the family of some
body killed was called the person's wergeld, and varied according to the 
person's social rank. 

When John Locke wrote his Second Treatise on Government, in which he 
laid out his social contract theory, he was in fact attempting to refute the 
argument of an Anglican bishop named Filmer, who had derived the pow
ers of the king from a patriarchal model of the polity: the king was said to 
stand in the place of the father of an extended family and therefore had 
natural authority deriving from that role. Locke argued, by contrast, that 
the king only had power because it was convenient for members of society 
to give up a small part of their own natural power to one person, who 
would have a limited police function to perform. 

In fact, although they may subsequently have been given a contractual 
character by the adoption of a written constitution, almost all present-day 
states trace their historical origins to acts of force—either the conquest of 
one group by another or the seizure of power by an insurgent revolution
ary group from a ruling class or foreign state; although sometimes a colo
nial power may not wait for the colonial insurgency to take place, but may 
read the writing on the wall and give up control without a struggle. In an
cient and medieval times, slavery based on conquest was generally 
thought reasonable and acceptable; that is, a conquering army could have 
killed people on the defeated side, but instead their lives were spared in 
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return for their labor, which seemed a reasonable bargain on both sides. 
An account even exists of how the Mongol conqueror, Genghis Khan, who 
hitherto had simply plundered and killed those he defeated in battle, was 
persuaded instead to spare Chinese provinces and take annual tribute in
stead of plunder. A one-time capital gain was converted, as it were, into a 
source of perpetual income. 

Optimism, and a certain faith in the Tightness of the way things are, 
seem to be necessary for man to survive and function. It is certainly a lot 
easier to rule over subjects who accept the situation willingly, rather than 
over the recalcitrant and the rebellious. In this way, what was originally 
money forcibly extorted becomes instead taxes given in return for protec
tion—security, after all, as we learned from Hobbes, being the primary 
concern of the state. Tribute demanded by the conqueror on pain of dis
possession becomes instead reconceptualized as rent. 

This kind of transformation can readily be seen in the history of Europe. 
For example, the state of Germany owes its origin to the unification of the 
various German states in 1870. This was carried out by conquest, persua
sion, and coercion by the dominant state at the time, the kingdom of Prus
sia. Prussia itself consisted of territories put together mostly by conquest, 
originating with the conquest of Brandenburg by the Teutonic Order of 
Knights. An order of knights, we might say without much exaggeration, 
was the medieval equivalent of a motorcycle gang. There is even a hint of 
the parallel in the name given the military caste that established itself as 
overlords over the primarily Polish peasants that constituted the first pop
ulation of the Prussian lands. They were called "Junkers," which seems a 
contemporary word for juveniles. 

Throughout the history of Prussia, the landowning Junker class was pri
marily military in character, and its character as a military caste deter
mined the nature of the Prussian, and later the Imperial German, state. 
Prussia was not a state that had an army, as one wit put it, but an army that 
had a state. When asked what limits there were to Germany's territorial 
ambitions, Otto von Bismarck, the first chancellor of Imperial Germany 
and the moving force in putting together the German Empire from his po
sition as prime minister of Prussia, is said to have replied: "That is easy to 
answer. The limits of Germany's territorial ambitions are determined by 
the size of the German army, and the size of the German army is deter
mined by the number of Junkers I have to serve as officers." 

The English state originated in the conquest of England by William of 
Normandy in 1066. The French state was put together out of the conquests 
of the House of Bourbon. Spain was finally unified in 1492 by the military 
exploits of the troops of Ferdinand and Isabella. The vast Russian Empire, 
likewise, was put together by the steady accretion of conquests. 

Although the United States was founded by a constitutional act that 
brought together preexisting colonies at Philadelphia, the present-day 
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United States is also the fruit of conquest—the taking of land from Native 
American tribes, from Mexico, and from the kingdom of Hawaii—together 
with some purchases of land from the Russians (Alaska) and the French 
(Louisiana). 

The development of legitimacy—the process by which a title to rule 
originating in an act of force becomes over the years transmuted into a le
gitimate claim to govern—will be examined in Chapter 4. 
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DEMOCRACY: ANCIENT A N D M O D E R N 

Of course the term democracy, meaning "government of the people," origi
nated in ancient Greece. The democracies of ancient Greece were limited 
ones, in the sense that slaves, women, and resident aliens did not vote, but 
in other respects the power of the assembly was greater than that of a mod
ern legislature. There was no separation of church and state, so that the as
sembly voted on religious questions; nor was there a clearly separate judicial 
system, so the assembly could vote punishments on specific individuals. 

THE POLIS 

The polisf or city-state, was the standard political unit in ancient Greece. It con
sisted of the city itself and its rural hinterland. Aristotle wrote that the ideal max
imum size for a state was one whose body of citizens could all gather within the 
sound of an orator's voice. The city-states of ancient Greece were numerous 
enough and various enough, in their political regimes, to provide a rich source 
of data for the study of comparative politics. The polis reached its cultural heights 
in Athens of the fifth century B.C., with achievements in sculpture, architecture, 
philosophy, drama, and politics that were extraordinary. 

Even in the "democracy'' of Athens, however, it should be remembered that 
slavery existed and women did not vote or hold office. Moreover, there were no 
limits such as those provided by bills of rights to the power of the Athenian as
sembly, which legislated on matters of religion and rendered judicial verdicts ex
tending to the death penalty—even in matters that would be protected by 
freedom of speech provisions in modern constitutions. Most notably, the great 
philosopher Socrates was condemned to death by the Athenian Assembly for cor
rupting the morals of the young by teaching them to think for themselves. 
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Democracy today is representative democracy, in that people vote for rep-
resentatives who will legislate for them. It is also constitutional democracy, 
in that the power of the legislature is limited with respect to the matters it 
can deal with. As we shall see in subsequent chapters, almost all states of 
the world today have written constitutions that allocate powers among 
different organs of government and specify what can and cannot be done 
by legislatures; and indeed what cannot be done by any organ of govern
ment, in the sense that individuals have reserved rights. This is the area 
generally known as "civil liberties," the rights people have to be free of 
government control and regulation with respect to their speech, writing, 
organization, and worship. 

ARGUMENTS FOR DEMOCRACY 

Arguments in favor of democracy can be regarded as either absolute or 
relative: absolute arguments justify democracy in terms of its own merits; 
relative ones, by comparison with the merits of competing systems. One 
absolutist argument sometimes made by convinced democrats, for exam
ple, is that the masses, on average, on the whole, have good judgment. The 
common person, so to speak, has common sense. William F. Buckley once 
said he would prefer to be governed by the first thousand people listed in 
the Boston telephone directory rather than the thousand members of the 
Harvard faculty. 

In support of this approach, it can be argued, for example, that the tra
ditional common-law jury of twelve people chosen at random from the 
community make sounder judgments on the guilt or innocence of an ac
cused person than would a judge sitting alone. It is indeed true that the re
sults of the jury system have generally been satisfactory, and that 
sometimes a jury will return a carefully balanced and solidly based judg
ment clearly sounder than the judge's remarks in summing up. But the 
trial jury is an unusual situation. Chosen from those without previous 
opinion or knowledge relative to the case, it is systematically presented 
with a great deal of information about the case organized by opponents 
and proponents of a specific hypothesis, and sequestered from other in
fluences for the duration of the trial. 

This is clearly not the case with a democratic electorate, so it is difficult 
to draw conclusions from the success of the jury system that would be ap
plicable to democratic politics. Indeed, we have a great deal of evidence 
that a democratic electorate differs from a jury precisely in the ways that 
give the jury its characteristic strengths in making fair and unprejudiced 
decisions. That is, voters start out with all kinds of biases and prejudices. 
The electorate does not need to pay systematic attention to the salient is
sues. People are swayed by deliberately misleading campaign propaganda 
put out by the candidates; in fact in some recent U.S. presidential elections 
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the advantage lay with the candidate least scrupulous in allowing mis
leading advertising on his behalf. Newspapers are unbalanced and super
ficial in their coverage of events; and particular candidates start with 
heavy advantages over their opponents because they are incumbents 
whose names are already well-known, or because they have superior fi
nancial resources to put across their message or a favorable view of their 
personal characteristics. 

It might well be argued that these defects are not those of democracy 
itself but of the way it is institutionalized in specific countries today and 
that legislation that would remedy some of these defects is possible. This 
view may certainly suggest to each of us what new legislation we ought 
as citizens to be supporting; perhaps, as has sometimes been said, they 
constitute arguments for more democracy rather than less; but if such 
defects are widespread, they have to be accepted as characterizing de
mocratic systems as these actually exist and as they are likely to continue 
to exist. 

The case for democracy need not be based on the quality of democra
tic decision-making, however. Potent arguments can also be based on 
the values and practices that democratic systems promote. One of the 
greatest of modern political philosophers, John Stuart Mill, argued that 
the important contribution made by democracy to human welfare was 
that it provided individuals with an incentive to become informed and 
to form their own political opinions, thus contributing to that personal 
development of individual faculties which is one of the major human 
goals. 

A similar argument on the basis of the collateral benefits that a demo
cratic system can bring is that the system of regular competitive elections 
required by a system of representative democracy—whether or not it re
sults in the best people being elected or the best decisions being made— 
requires that there be guarantees of freedom of speech, freedom of the 
press, and freedom to organize politically: in other words, the whole 
range of civil liberties. Moreover, in giving the vote to the poorer classes 
of society, representative democracy gives them a claim to have their eco
nomic and social needs considered. In seeking votes in a competitive sys
tem, rival elites must appeal to those who have votes. This creates an 
incentive for government to attend to the needs of people who might oth
erwise be ignored. 

These advantages appear all the stronger when they are contrasted 
with what occurs under nondemocratic political systems. After all, since 
some kind of government is going to exist, democracy has to be evaluated 
not simply on the basis of its own claims, but relatively, by comparison 
with alternative available systems. As the British statesman Winston 
Churchill once put it, "Democracy is the worst political system, except for 
all the others." 
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What alternatives are there to democracy? Well, they all involve gov
ernment by some kind of elite, a limited set of people with some claim to 
being "better" than the nonelite. Many critics of democracy, including the 
great Athenian philosopher Plato, have argued that instead of being gov
erned by the masses, it is self-evidently better to be ruled by only "the 
best" elements of society: the enlightened, the educated, or the virtuous. 
Of course, in practice, actual systems of elite rule, even where the elite 
claim to be the most virtuous or the most able, generally find themselves 
with rulers who have merely inherited their position, or else who have 
come to it by force or treachery of some kind. In fact, actually ruling elites 
would be hard put to persuade anybody they represented the "best" ele
ments in their societies. 

For purposes of argument it is instructive to consider a hypothetical 
case. Even if it were somehow possible to choose the most able members 
of society and install them in power, the republic of Platonic idealists 
would not result. Even the most virtuous among us would soon become 
corrupted by the temptations of power into assuming privileges. The 
rulers would become isolated from the masses and lose awareness of their 
needs. Not required to listen continuously to mass opinion because they 
did not have to face periodic elections, they would overlook the draw
backs of some course of action and follow lines of policy that ended in dis
aster. Without democratic forms of election, the means of choosing leaders 
from within the elite would become corrupted so that the unscrupulous 
would rise to the top. Fearful of being displaced by another schemer like 
himself, the ruler who rises to power undemocratically would become 
jealous, fearful, and even paranoid in crushing opposition, so that what 
was to have been the rule of an incorruptible and public-spirited elite be
comes arbitrary totalitarianism. 

PLATO ( 4 2 7 - 3 4 7 B.C.) 

The great Greek philosopher of the fifth century B.C., Plato was the founder of 
the Academy—so called because the school met in the Grove of Academe—and 
worked at first under the inspiration of his own teacher and friend Socrates. He 
also conveyed his teachings through a series of published dialogues, many of 
which survive today, in most of which Socrates is represented as helping others 
form clear ideas of right thought and behavior through persistently asking them 
questions. In the lengthy dialogue The Republic, Plato conveys most of his views 
on government, justice, and human psychology, among other matters. The 
charm of his writing, and his love of justice and of learning, have made Plato a 
strong influence intermittently from his day to our own, despite the fact that his 
political views are elitist and often unrealistic—as his own pupil Aristotle 
pointed out long ago. 
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None of this is hypothetical. This describes the typical course of events 
in postrevolutionary systems, which begin with revolutions by the pure in 
heart, wishing to put right the mistakes of the past, to end exploitation and 
oppression, only to end with different versions of the same thing. Such 
was the history of the most famous of modern revolutions, the Russian 
and the French. Sometimes, rarely, a country is lucky and the revolution
ary leadership stays more or less benign. But one should not count on the 
lucky circumstance where matters of such importance are concerned. 
Democracy may not be able to produce rapid results; it may not put into 
the hands of the just and virtuous the power to put through drastic re
forms that the society needs. Instead, it provides moderate amounts of 
power to people who will mostly be mediocre, preferring not to take the 
risks involved in having powerful but nonresponsible governments. It is a 
sort of "minimax" solution to the problem of government, attempting to 
minimize risks while maximizing benefits—a moderate and undramatic, 
but prudent, solution to the problem of power. 

POLITICAL CULTURE 

To what extent do cultural factors peculiar to a particular society pre
dispose it to democracy or authoritarianism? Political science has at
tempted to borrow the concept of culture from anthropology and 
incorporate it into the study of politics, understanding by the concept "po
litical culture" the values, attitudes, and beliefs of a particular society, 
passed on through the processes of socialization, which influence political 
behavior. Clearly, there is merit in the concept of political culture, but it is 
also a dangerous tool to use. It can easily degenerate into racial stereotyp
ing, or give rise to ethnic snobbery. 

There are some tendencies of this kind in the most well-known book 
that uses the concept of political culture, The Civic Culture, by Gabriel Al
mond and Sidney Verba.1 The premise of The Civic Culture, derived from 
the concept of political development, was the entirely reasonable one that 
a particular culture, or set of attitudes, was appropriate to each different 
stage of the process of political development. In a completely "developed" 
society—that is, a modern constitutional democracy—one could expect to 
find attitudes appropriate to the institutions of such a political system. For 
example, one would expect people to believe that they would be treated 
fairly by an honest public service, and that government policies would by 
and large reflect the opinions of the voters. In "less developed" societies, 
beliefs such as these would be held less frequently. 

This approach reflected a whole series of assumptions, some of them 
questionable. One was that the attitudes embodied in the "civic culture" 
had a causal role to play in maintaining the institutions of a democratic 
polity, rather than being a dependent variable, the effect of the existence of 
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that system. In fact, it is quite unclear what is cause and what effect in the 
relation of attitudes to behavior and to institutions. Then the question 
arises of how much culture reflects a country's state of development and 
thus changes, and how much is it constant in a given country through 
time. For example, The Civic Culture found that West Germany had atti
tudes appropriate to a developed democratic polity, in the sense that peo
ple expected bureaucrats to be fair and honest, the police to be impartial 
and effective, and so on. However, those attitudes may not reflect only the 
current democratic stage in German development, but have probably 
characterized German society since the Prussian state was established in 
the eighteenth century, through many different types of political systems, 
and would no doubt have been found in the authoritarian imperial regime 
that ruled prior to World War I, for example. 

DEMOCRACY A N D EDUCATION 

Both Plato and Aristotle believed that one of the defects of democracies was 
that people unwarrantedly extended the principle of political equality on which 
democracies are based to fields outside of politics. This would lead to refusing to 
accept the existence of inequality in the areas where such an acceptance was 
necessary, such as education, where different people could absorb educations of 
different calibers, depending on their ability. 

Criticisms of this kind are frequently made of American education, especially 
by Europeans and East Asians who are surprised to find how little Americans learn 
during the course of a standard education in the public schools. This may be 
partly due to a reluctance among Americans to acknowledge differing abilities, 
which means that the pace of learning is set at its lowest gear; but alternatively, it 
may reflect American reluctance to assert authority, and a preference to operate 
by consensus, so that teachers shrink from insisting on arduous learning and in
stead opt for the easy and undemanding. The memorable activities of an Ameri
can high school seem to center on sports and extracurricular events rather than 
learning. 

In fact, most treatments of political culture regard it as specific to a given 
country over time rather than characteristic of a particular stage of devel
opment; that is, political culture interpretations are generally advanced to 
account for the permanent characteristics of a specific country's political 
system. The difficulty is that explaining given practices and institutions by 
reference to political culture can become a lazy man's explanation for any
thing that needs to be explained. Why does a practice exist? Because the 
people's culture impels them to behave that way. Why do they have these 
cultural traits? Well, because they've always had them. This is rather like 
the notorious story of a medical diagnosis in which the doctor asks the pa
tient to describe his symptoms, and then asks, "Have you had this prob-
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lem before?" The patient says yes, and the doctor replies, "Ah, well, 
you've got it again." 

To avoid problems of this kind, the basic rule of political science 
should be, in the first place, that as much as possible of a country's po
litical behavior and institutions should be explained on the premise that 
people are acting rationally in pursuit of their interests, under a given 
set of circumstances. Only if the situation is not completely explained by 
rational self-interested motives does it make sense to look for explana
tions deriving from culture. And when explanations are used that im
pute certain attitudes to people, every attempt should be made to 
demonstrate, on the basis of opinion survey data, that people actually 
hold such attitudes. 

EXAMPLE 1: AUTHORITARIANISM IN LATIN AMERICA 

A classic instance of the use of political culture explanations is the view 
that now seems widely accepted, that the incidence of dictatorship and 
other authoritarian practices in Latin America derives from the region's 
heritage from Spain. According to one textbook, 

a widely discussed determinant of Latin America is the colonial her
itage, manifested in the attitudes of the Latin American people to
ward both the decision-making level of government and their 
participation in it. The strong tendency towards personalism and au
thoritarianism in political culture is well-known Political partici
pation in the decision-making process means very little to average 
Latin Americans.2 

Perhaps the political culture of colonial Spain was authoritarian—as 
was that of England, France, and everywhere else during the sixteenth 
century, after all—but public opinion surveys in countries of Latin Amer
ica show that people today have the same prodemocratic attitudes as are 
general today in North America and Europe. Observers seem to assume 
that because Latin American countries have often had dictatorships, their 
people's attitudes must be favorable to dictatorship. But that doesn't fol
low. Dictatorships rule by force because they don't represent what the ma
jority wants, after all. Since they prevent the majority from expressing its 
wishes through the voting process, it is more logical to look for the causes 
of dictatorships in the desire of a powerful minority to hold onto its privi
leges, power, and property. Apologists for dictatorship always come up 
with "cover stories" to justify them. But whenever they get the chance, 
people everywhere seem to prefer to choose their leaders and to want to 
hold them accountable. 
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LATIN AMERICA 

The term "Latin America" is generally used to describe the twenty countries of 
the Western Hemisphere that secured their independence during the nineteenth 
century or the first decade of the twentieth century from France, Portugal, Spain, 
or another Spanish-speaking country: Haiti, Brazil, Mexico, the Dominican Re
public, Cuba, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, 
Panama, Bolivia, Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, Peru, Chile, Argentina, 
Uruguay, and Paraguay. The term "Spanish America" would not be exact, be
cause Brazil speaks Portuguese and was originally a series of Portuguese colonies, 
and Haiti, which was once a colony of France, speaks French and French-based 

Creole. Although the geographic expression "South America" is often thought to 
be an equivalent, actually only ten of the twenty countries are in South America, 
the others being geographically in what is sometimes called "Middle America"— 
that is, Central America and the Caribbean, with Mexico actually in North Amer

ica. Although some pedants have quibbled that "Latin America" should include 

French-speaking Quebec, and the Spanish-speaking areas under the U.S. flag 
such as Puerto Rico or New Mexico that are not usually included in "Latin Amer
ica," the main terminological problem today is that many former British colonies 
in the Caribbean and mainland areas surrounding the Caribbean in Central Amer
ica and South America have become independent during the second half of the 
twentieth century. For political purposes it sometimes becomes necessary to talk 
about them in the same category as the traditionally independent countries of 
Latin America, but they are predominantly not "Latin" in cultural heritage, being 
primarily former colonies of Britain and the Netherlands, with primarily black and 
mulatto populations. When the intention is to include this set of newly indepen
dent countries, the general term used today is most commonly "Latin America 
and the Caribbean." 

Despite these problems and the cultural heterogeneity of the region, it has 
long been customary to deal wi th Latin America as a distinct region for pur
poses of political analysis, analogously with "Eastern Europe" or "the Middle 
East." During the twentieth century, the common features of Latin American 
politics have been the economic and political dependence of the countries de
spite their formal legal sovereignty; strong class differentiation, wi th lower 
classes being of indigenous American or African origin and elites primarily of 
European ancestry; and the dominance of the military in a polit ical life that 
frequently took extraconstitutional detours, such as the mil itary seizure of 
power. 

Clearly, political culture exists in the sense of a complex of values and 
attitudes that is at least to some extent distinct from country to country. 
But since it is not clear how much culture influences behavior and institu
tions, it seems most prudent to try to explain political phenomena primar
ily on the basis of the rational pursuit of interest, leaving the causal role of 
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political culture to be investigated only if the behavior in question seems 
not to be rational in those terms. 

EXAMPLE 2: THE TWO-PARTY SYSTEM I N BRITAIN 

The two principal parties in Britain between them always control more 
than 90 percent of the seats in the House of Commons. What accounts for 
this overwhelming two-partyism in the British political system? 

BRITISH POLITICAL PARTIES 

Growing originally out of aristocratic factions, British polit ical parties ex
tended their membership and support as the suffrage was extended by degrees 
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Today's Conservative party still 

shows signs of its origins in the Tory party of supporters of the monarchy and 
the established Church of England, the king's party, but has broadened its ap
peal to include most of what in Britain is called "the middle class"—that is, 

nonmanual workers in offices. Today it represents primarily business interests. 
The bulk of the manual "working class" votes for the Labour party, founded in 

the early twentieth century and closely linked with labor unions and consumer 
organizations, whose commitment to socialism has now been attenuated to 
support for a mixed economy, although still with concern for the less fortunate 
in society. 

The Whig opponents of the Tories evolved during the nineteenth century into a 
Liberal party that originally represented city interests as opposed to the Tory 
landowners. With the rise of the Labour party, the Liberal party shrank as most 
Liberals felt they had to choose between a Conservative party that had extended 
its range to include business interests or a Labour party whose progressivism was 
cast in a fairly doctrinaire mold. However, a much-reduced Liberal party of those 
who felt at home with neither the well-fed establishment types in the Conserva
tive party nor the rough-hewn doctrinaire socialists of Labour continued to pre
sent a high-minded alternative. During the 1980s, the Liberals absorbed a social 
democratic party that had split from Labour and, in alliance with the Liberals, had 
briefly threatened to replace Labour as the second largest party, to become the 
Liberal Democrats. The single-member-district plurality system ensures that a 
third party such as the Liberals wi l l be drastically underrepresented in the House 
of Commons, so that despite the loyalty of an approximate 15 percent of the elec
torate, it is unlikely that the Liberal Democrats could become a significant factor 
in the formation of governments in Britain. 

Political culture explanations have been offered by various authors. For 
example, it has been argued that because of the predominance of lawyers 
in politics, politics is modeled along the lines of a legal dispute. In the En
glish common-law legal system, disputes at law are always between two 



28 Identity, Interest, and Ideology 

parties—for example, Smith vs. Jones, U.S. vs. Johnson, State of Illinois vs. 
Kelly. Lawyers, it is argued, have modeled the British system in a similar 
fashion. Alternatively, the explanation has been advanced that the English, 
the inventors of so many of our team sports, conceive of politics as a game 
that can only be played by two teams. 

These explanations may seem to have a certain plausibility until one de
cides to look first for explanations resting on rational and interested be
havior under a specific set of institutional constraints. When approached 
from this perspective, it becomes clear that in fact more than two political 
parties are active in Britain; indeed, in the general election of 1983, the 
third electoral force, the Alliance of Liberals and Social Democrats, polled 
23 percent in the popular vote, only slightly behind the 28 percent polled 
by the Labour party, the country's second political force. Nevertheless, the 
Labour party secured ten times the number of seats in the House of Com
mons won by the Alliance and remained the official opposition. The secret 
to Britain's two-partyism, it becomes clear, is the electoral system, under 
which, in single-member districts, whichever candidate has a plurality is suc
cessful. The leading party may dominate the results completely. If its na
tional margin over the second party is not great, the second party may 
hope, since results will not be uniform across all districts, to happen to 
have the plurality in some. Unless a third party appeals particularly to an 
ethnic group that is geographically concentrated, however, it is likely to 
have a plurality over the leading two parties quite rarely. Moreover, third 
and fourth parties are discouraged under this system. Voters are afraid 
that votes will be wasted if they do not choose between one of the two 
main contenders. 

Minor parties agitate continually for a change in the electoral system to 
one based on proportionality, which would enable them to win represen
tation reflecting their percentage of the vote, encourage their supporters, 
and enable them to conduct successful electoral campaigns. The two major 
parties, of course, resist any change in a system that favors them. It is a 
general rule of politics that the electoral system in effect reflects the inter
ests of the party or combination of parties constituting a majority at the 
time it was adopted, or constituting a majority at the time when an at
tempt was made to change it. Clearly, national political culture has no ex
planatory role in all this. 
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d e o l o g y  c a n  b e  d e f i n e d  a s  a  s e t  o f
more or less coherent—that is, mutually consistent—beliefs about the 
world, including both empirical and normative elements. By empirical is 
meant descriptive, having to do with matters of fact; normative elements 
are views on what should be, what is right or wrong, what the individual 
ought to do. Because an ideology contains both of these elements, related 
to each other in a coherent way, it both makes sense of the world (inter
prets for the individual what is happening) and at the same time provides 
a guide to action and to evaluation of what is done by others. 

People differ in how well worked out and how detailed their ideologies 
are. Even in the ideological constructions of the most politically conscious 
and sophisticated intellectual, there may be inconsistencies and factual 
misunderstandings; others may have sets of attitudes and prejudices that 
are tied together only by the personality and life experience of the indi
vidual, and not by any reasoning process at all. Even in such a case, how
ever, such a set of attitudes and prejudices fulfills the function of an 
ideology: it serves as interpreter of the world and guide to action. 

Political leaders, who are called on to articulate points of view on a wide 
variety of subjects, are particularly in need of explicit ideologies. Leaders 
who lack opinions on some significant matter, or whose views on one 
issue seem to contradict their views on another, may find themselves in 
trouble, unable to choose among alternatives or pursuing policies that 
neutralize each other. 

EXAMPLES OF IDEOLOGY: CARTER AND REAGAN 

Since the primary function an ideology discharges is to serve as a coher
ent interpretation of the world, the quality of an ideology depends on how 

I
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consistent it is and how faithful to reality. From this point of view, it is in
teresting to consider the ideological structures of two recent presidents of 
the United States, Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan. 

The problem with Carter's ideology in this perspective was its weak
ness and lack of consistency. For example, when Anastasio Somoza, the 
dictator of Nicaragua, was overthrown, Carter vacillated between treat
ing this as a victory for democracy or a defeat for anti-Communism, and 
his policies were thus inconsistent and ineffective. Carter is reported to 
have made the decision on whether to proceed with building the B-l 
bomber by compiling lists of the arguments pro and con, and assigning 
weights to each. Someone with well-developed strategic views could 
have seen right away whether the deployment of the B-l was consistent 
with his strategic philosophy. Ironically, the ambiguity and even incon
sistency of Carter's views was precisely what had made him a strong can
didate for the Democratic nomination in 1976. He was able to attract the 
support of a wide range of the disparate interests represented in the 
Democratic party by identifying himself, perfectly sincerely, with the 
views of each, rather than being perceived as the candidate of only one 
faction or point of view. 

A strong contrast is provided by the example of Ronald Reagan. His 
ideological views, at least as he expressed them, were generally consistent 
and strongly held. That gave clarity to his vision and power to his public 
appeals. At the same time, this clarity and consistency were achieved at 
the cost of a radical simplification of reality and an inability to acknowl
edge realities that would call his views into question. Thus during the 
1980 election year, Reagan was able to espouse with apparent sincerity 
what George Bush, as a rival candidate for the Republican nomination, 
referred to as "voodoo economics," the position taken by Reagan that it 
would be possible to cut taxes, especially on the wealthy, increase military 
spending substantially, and balance the budget at the same time. Of 
course, in the event, Reagan presided over the most drastically unbal
anced budgets in peacetime. The same tendency was manifested gener
ally in Reagan's treatment of reality: typical was the illustrative anecdote 
that substituted for an informed appraisal, sometimes an anecdote with
out actual basis in fact. 

This raises a crucial point of methodology, that one's attitudes and be
liefs should always be open to modification in light of new data. This is the 
essence of the scientific method: one understands the world by formulat
ing general principles that account for the observable data. Those scientific 
"laws" are always subject to modification or even abandonment as new 
data become available—in fact, one should search out precisely the kind of 
evidence that would call the law into question. Only if negative evidence 
is sought and not found can one have any confidence that the hypothesis 
formulated is in fact an adequate description of reality. 
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THE FUNCTIONS OF IDEOLOGY 

As we've seen, an individual's interests reflect the various identities 
that he or she assumes—partisan, racial, national, and so on—reflecting 
the collectivities of which he or she is a member. The relative weight 
given to each of these identifications varies, individual by individual, in 
response to a host of social and psychological factors, some of them quite 
subtle. One of the most significant factors guiding the general principles 
by which the individual ties together his or her congeries of interests is 
the need for social adjustment, the pressure to be in agreement with the 
opinions of those with whom one comes into contact frequently: spouse, 
family, co-workers, and neighbors. A second significant determinant is 
the effect of the mass media, of newspapers, movies, radio, and televi
sion, as they provide cues as to what is acceptable or desirable in the na
tional and world cultures of the day. A third guiding principle in the 
organization of ideological structures is the externalization of what is in
ternal to the individual's personality—that is, the psychological balance 
of forces that has been established on the basis of his or her own heredity 
and life experience. Following these personality dynamics, some individ
uals may instinctively rebel against authority, or follow authority slav
ishly; they may find comfortable what is old and established, or favor 
what is new; they may be animated by a passion for justice and a resent
ment of inequality, or cynically accept injustice and inequality as in
evitable and unchangeable. 

One of the interesting things about ideology is that although it is based, 
in some sense, on the individual's interests, in any particular case it may 
counsel action that actually contravenes his or her interests in that case.1 

That is, one of the key functions of ideology is that it provides a handy 
guide to opinion and action in general, without the necessity of becoming 
intimately familiar with the details of every issue on which a position 
must be taken. It is clearly impossible to become totally familiar with 
every circumstance of every question; one needs only to see that one ideo
logical principle or another implies a vote for or against. This is not simply 
a case of sacrificing one interest because another interest takes precedence, 
as when soldiers die fighting for their country. Sometimes the person may 
vote one way on the basis of economic principles that grow out of 
economic interests, even though in that particular case those economic in
terests would actually be better served by a contrary vote. A small busi
nessman may vote for a candidate who stands for government 
nonintervention in business, reflecting his general ideological position, 
even though circumstances of the moment imply that in fact his business 
would be better off with government regulation of his industry. Usually, 
perhaps, this action against interest is unwitting; but sometimes it may 
occur in full consciousness of the implications of the decision. That is, 
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somebody may take a position "on principle" against his or her own in
terests, in an act which may be condemned as foolish by the cynic, or ap
plauded as honorable by the moralist. 

THE LEFT-RIGHT C O N T I N U U M 

One of the most common shorthand ways of characterizing ideologies is 
to place them on a continuum from left to right. It is sometimes said that 
positions more on the left of the scale are more progressive and those to 
the right more conservative, but the terms have somewhat more complex 
meanings than that. Perhaps they can be understood best genetically— 
that is, in terms of their genesis or origin. This was in the National Assem
bly following the French Revolution, when factions placed themselves 
further to the left (as this is seen from the podium; traditionally, those 
speaking in French assemblies face the assembled members) depending 
on how revolutionary they were—that is, how much they opposed the 
prerevolutionary order, or ancien regime. 

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 

The French Revolution (1 789) has major significance as a symbolic event that 
defined the terms of political discourse down to the present. France was at the 
time the largest country of Western Europe, culturally the most influential and 
militarily the most powerful. For those on the Left the Revolution represented the 
realization of the rational and liberal ideas of the Enlightenment, freeing men's 
minds of irrationality and superstition, freeing the economy of counterproductive, 
exploitative practices, and liberating society and politics from class-based op
pression. To those on the Right, in its arrogance the Revolution swept away insti
tutions tested by time and sanctified by religion and with its naive faith in the 
goodness of human nature prepared the way only for cruelty, barbarism, and 
tyranny. 

There is truth in both views. Internal barriers to trade, aristocratic privileges, 
official corruption, and royal power stood in the way of the requirements of a 
modern capitalist and democratic system, but the violence directed against the 
old order became a method of rule and political differences were finally settled 
by massacre and the guillotine. However, many of the innovations of the Revo
lution, such as the reorganization of the French administrative structure, the in

troduction of internal free trade, and the metric system remained; other 
attempted reforms, such as the separation of church and state and the assertion 
of legislative preeminence over the executive, became the stuff of political con
troversy in France, as elsewhere, for another 150 years; but the revolutionary 
pursuit of rationality, virtue, and social solidarity—or, in its own slogan, liberty, 
equality, and fraternity—exhausted itself in the dictatorship of Napoleon Bona
parte (1799-1815). 
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The old system had three aspects: an absolute monarchy, an established 
Roman Catholic Church, and a particular distribution of property. Ac
cordingly, one was more to the Left the more one wished to weaken the 
absolute authority of the monarch (and, under republican regimes, the 
authority of the executive power), the more anticlerical one was—that is, 
the more one wished to reduce the authority of the Catholic church—and 
the more one favored the redistribution of wealth. A somewhat hyper
bolic extreme Left position was thus represented by Voltaire's aphorism, 
"Mankind will not be free until the last king is strangled with the entrails 
of the last priest." Extreme anticlericalism is usually hard for people to 
understand today, now that the church has generally been stripped of its 
temporal power. But in the days of the establishment of Catholicism as 
the only official religion (the situation is similar where other religions are 
"established"), it would have been illegal to practice another faith; there 
were stringent civil penalties for blasphemy or morally lax behavior; ed
ucation was in the hands of the church and had to conform to church doc
trine; books, plays, and newspapers were censored and could be 
prohibited if they were doctrinally unsound. Even in our own day one 
comes across survivals of this era, as in the prohibition of divorce in the 
Republic of Ireland. The author was struck to find, on a visit to Argentina, 
that it was illegal to give an infant a name other than the name of a 
Catholic saint. 

The French long wrestled with the problem of what revolutionary op
position to monarchic absolutism meant after the monarchy was over
thrown. Generally, it was taken to mean that power had to be lodged in the 
legislative assembly; and the executive power, even now that it was re
publican and representative, had to be kept weak. This view was rein
forced when the leader who finally emerged from the turmoil of the 
revolution of 1789, Napoleon Bonaparte, staged a military coup and pro
claimed himself emperor. It was reinforced again when the Second Re
public, founded in 1848 with a constitution calling for a strong president, 
was overthrown by the president who had been elected—Bonaparte's 
nephew—who proclaimed himself Emperor Napoleon III (on the premise 
that his father, who had never served as Emperor, should have been 
Napoleon II). It wasn't until after the Fifth Republic was founded in 1958 
that the traditional Left in France, then represented by the Socialist party, 
accepted the strong executive as a legitimate feature of a republican sys
tem. Their conversion on this point was vindicated when the Socialist 
leader, Francois Mitterrand, finally became president himself. 

Elsewhere, where the question of separation of church and state has, at 
least in its broad outlines, long been settled, and where the general shape 
of the nation's constitution is no longer a matter of dispute, the Left-Right 
dimension centers on opinions about the proper distribution of wealth 
and income. To be on the Left means to favor economic redistribution in a 
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more equal direction. For this reason a position on the Left no longer nec
essarily entails support for a weak executive, since a strong government 
may be necessary to bring about economic redistribution. 

Today, of course, the arguments made by the traditional Right at the 
time of the French Revolution in favor of the existing unequal distribution 
of property are no longer politically viable: that if property was unequally 
distributed, it must be because God wanted it that way; that the poor were 
privileged in being allowed to suffer more greatly, because that would as
sure them of a saintly afterlife; or that people were created unequal in their 
rights and entitlements. Although occasionally it is half-heartedly argued 
that the concentration of wealth should be encouraged—for example, 
through favorable tax laws—so that capital for investment may be accu
mulated (a view sometimes mocked as "trickle-down" economics), the 
more common, and more convincing, argument for economic inequality is 
that, while it may be unfortunate, it is a necessary consequence of allowing 
a free economic market to flourish, and the free market is so beneficial to 
everyone that its requirements should be met, even at some cost. Accord
ingly, we now move on to consider the logic of free-market economics, 
why the free market is thought to be so desirable, and what establishment 
of a free market implies for government economic policy. 

THE FREE MARKET 

In the model of a perfectly free, perfectly competitive, market economy 
as this was laid down by its great advocate, Adam Smith, individuals pur
sue their self-interest but "as though guided by an invisible hand," the re
sult is the good of all. Since they work to advance their own interests, 
people work hard and put out their best efforts. If the economy is compet
itive and consumers are free to choose, they patronize suppliers whose 
products are best; if products are equally good, they buy those whose price 
is lowest. This means that those able to produce the best-quality goods at 
the lowest prices flourish; inferior and higher-cost producers go out of 
business. Alternatively, if the quality of goods and their prices are all com
parable, the most efficient producers will be able to make the largest profit. 
They are thus in a position to be able to expand their businesses. They will 
also be able to offer a higher price than their competitors for the raw ma
terials they all need, if these should be in scarce supply. Since efficient pro
ducers earn more profit than their competitors, they will be able to pay 
higher rates of interest on money they borrow, or larger dividends on the 
capital of those who invest in their businesses. 

Thus the free market not only ensures that consumers get the best goods 
at the lowest price, it also determines that scarce raw materials and scarce 
capital are directed toward the most efficient producers. Optimum produc
tion and optimum allocation of materials and capital are thus achieved 
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through these movements in supply and demand, which are registered, 
regulated, and publicized through movements in prices; in a perfectly free 
market, shifts in price represent the resultant of movements of supply and 
demand as these reflect judgments of consumers, producers, and suppliers. 

ADAM SMITH (1723-1790) 

Although he wrote on other matters, Adam Smith is known today as the author 
of An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, which became 
the Bible of free-market economic theory. The book made clear the merits of the 
division of labor, of free trade, and of comparative advantage, and provided pow
erful arguments against the existing system of government regulations and con
trols that interfered with production. However, many free marketeers forget that 
Smith clearly understood and argued that some government regulation of the 
economy was necessary in order to maintain an honestly competitive economic 
system. 

This model of the functioning of a free-market economy is a brilliant 
construct that reflects some real truths about economic relations and can 
provide help in understanding economic behavior and in guiding policy 
preferences. The primary problem in the use of the model, and the main 
reason why economists' recommendations based on it are frequently mis
guided, is that, like any model of rational human behavior, it is based on a 
series of assumptions that may or may not hold true in any particular case. 
To overlook or forget this fact is to court disaster. 

What are the key assumptions that have to hold in practice if the pre
dictions of the model are to come true? First, agreements among busi
nesses not to compete with each other cannot be tolerated. An agreement 
among producers of the same commodity to fix prices, or an agreement to 
divide up territory and not seek to take customers away from each other, 
would deprive the system of the benefits of competition. Adam Smith 
himself pointed out this danger, which is nevertheless permitted to exist in 
many economic systems. The United States has "antitrust" legislation, 
making an agreement "in restraint of trade" illegal, although some excep
tions are allowed. 

An equivalent deformation of the free-market model is created by a mo
nopoly situation, in which there is only one supplier of a particular prod
uct or service, who is thus not prevented by competition from charging 
whatever he or she likes for the product. In the United States, monopolies 
that seem unavoidable are generally subjected to regulation in the public 
interest, although the monopoly frequently comes to control the regula
tory body—for example, a state public utilities commission—by one 
means or another, in violation of the intent of the law. 
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Second, consumers must have accurate information. If they are not 
aware of the differences among different producers in the price and qual
ity of a product, they cannot make the correct decisions about what to buy. 
A great deal of legislation in the United States tries to protect the quality of 
the consumer's decision. Correct weights and measures have to be noted 
on the outside of packages, for example, and the ingredients of food and 
drug items have to be listed in the order of their relative contribution to the 
finished product. Demonstrably false statements cannot be made in ad
vertising. It remains true nevertheless that a great deal of advertising effort 
goes into trying to confuse the consumer in the attempt to establish a pref
erence for a particular brand on the basis of factors other than its quality 
and price. 

Third, for the perfect functioning of a free market there should be no ob
stacles to the movement of factors of production, or to the entry of new 
firms into the production of a commodity. For example, if a license is re
quired to enter a particular field of activity—a state requires beauty par
lor operators to be licensed, or a city limits the number of permits to 
operate taxicabs—this reduces the supply of a service and forces its price 
higher than it would be if more providers of the service could enter the 
market freely. This is not to say that there are no good reasons for licens
ing; most of us would probably agree that not everybody should be able to 
start up as a surgeon, for example, without going through some licensing 
procedure. While reasons of public policy are invariably given to justify li
censing schemes, the desire of practitioners already in the field to keep 
prices high is generally the motive force behind the establishing of licens
ing requirements, and it is not clear that licensing is necessary to safeguard 
public safety in many fields where it exists. 

Fourth, the free-market model assumes that the players act rationally so 
as to maximize their income and material satisfactions. Perhaps on the 
whole, and in the long run, they do. But in any specific case that is being 
analyzed, factors of personal affection, tradition, or aesthetic and moral 
considerations may in fact serve to limit the rational maximization of in
come. An employer may hire a relative who will not be the most produc
tive worker; he may refuse to stay open on a religious holiday, even 
though a high sales volume would be likely on that day. A worker may 
forego a job at higher pay if it requires her to move away from family and 
friends. That is, people may legitimately respond to motivations other 
than the maximization of income. 

Fifth, the model assumes that there will always be an adequate supply 
of labor, materials, and capital, as these are needed to meet requirements 
of production. This assumption is not as far-fetched as it may seem. If a 
particular material is in fact not available, generally another one can be 
substituted, perhaps with some modification of the productive process. In 
other words, shortages are usually not absolute but only relative, in the 
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sense that substitutes can be obtained, although perhaps at a higher price. 
Capital may be in short supply, but if the rate of return rises accordingly, 
people will save more out of their incomes, attracted by the higher rates 
of return. Nevertheless, entrepreneurship is always necessary, to see the 
opportunities, to raise the capital, and to organize the production process, 
and sometimes, especially in a developing country/it may not be available. 

The free-market model, in other words, like other models of rational ac
tion, can serve both to describe and to predict reality, and to counsel de
sirable behavior, so long as one remembers that it is based on a series of 
assumptions that may or may not be actualized in the case at hand. For
getting this principle is the curse of economists' policy recommendations. 
Awareness of the assumptions underlying the model also has the advan
tage that if predictions based on it fail, one is directed to a checklist of 
readily identifiable causes for the discrepancy: which of the assumptions 
failed to hold in practice? 

GOVERNMENT REGULATION OF THE MARKET 

An understanding that certain conditions need to hold if the market is to 
work in practice shows why it is fallacious to argue that government reg
ulation of the economy is incompatible with the existence of a free market. 
In fact, government regulation of the economy—of a certain type—is ab
solutely necessary if the market is to function. Antitrust legislation, re
quirements for truth in packaging and advertising, and penalties for fraud 
and contract violation are clearly necessary conditions for the functioning 
of a viable market. We will refer to this first category of government ac
tions as those which support the market system. 

The second category of government actions would then be of those 
that supplement the market—that is, while they are not necessary for the 
market to function, neither do they impede its functioning. They simply 
make provision for areas of economic life that are not taken care of by 
the dynamics of the market. Thus social insurance programs, which pro
vide protection against sickness, injury, or unemployment, may be de
sirable and may be constructed in such a way that they do not affect 
market behavior. For example, if unemployment benefits are set at such 
a rate and under such conditions that it is not in anyone's interest to quit 
work in order to receive unemployment benefits, then the functioning 
of the market should not be affected by having an unemployment in
surance program. 

A third category of government actions are those that limit the action 
of the market for noneconomic reasons, in the interest of protecting 
health, safety, or morals. That is, government may act to exempt certain 
areas from the action of the market—for example, by providing that ad
dictive drugs may not be produced and sold; or that contracts to perform 
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criminal acts are unenforceable. Most supporters of a free-market system 
would accept this kind of limitation on the operations of the market. 
However, one should acknowledge that the views of the public on the 
kinds of activities that can legitimately be exempted from control of the 
market on these grounds does change over time. At one time it was 
thought an illegitimate interference with the freedom of the market for a 
government to prohibit the employment of children in heavy factory 
labor. Today most people would accept that limitation as legitimate and 
desirable. 

IDEOLOGIES OF THE MIXED E C O N O M Y 

In what might be called the postsocialist era, it seems to be generally accepted 
that a modern economy cannot reasonably be socialist—that is, totally govern
ment-owned and -operated; but also that a purely capitalist economy needs to be 
limited in order to ameliorate the plight of the poor and underprivileged. Within 
that very broad consensus, at one extreme neoliberalism inclines to the view that 
pure capitalism has not been given a fair chance and the role of government 
needs to be minimized to the vanishing point; at the other, social democracy 
wants to put the satisfaction of human needs first and only allow capitalism to 
function on sufferance. 

The German Federal Republic has had success with an economic model it 
calls the social market economy, in which welfare problems are taken care of by 
a strong social insurance program financed by employer and worker contribu
tions rather than by taxes, while government interference with the free market is 
minimal. 

Mexican President Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988-94) seemed to have in mind 
in the doctrine he promoted as social liberalism a model in which neoliberal prin
ciples guide most of the economy but government retains a strong role in eco
nomic planning as well as in social programs, which can include subsidized 
consumption and investment. 

Many parties have been founded with the Christian Democratic label, advo
cating a mixed economy in which the free market is moderated by principles of 
Christian compassion and solidarity, although once in power most Christian 
Democratic parties tend to the conservative side. 

The fourth category of government action with respect to the market, 
modifying market forces for economic reasons, is more controversial. Al
though the general public interest is always claimed, often some power
ful special interest is in fact involved. It is clear that a great deal of 
hypocrisy is involved in professions of loyalty to market principles, and 
support for the free market in general may evaporate when a special in
terest of one's own is at stake. The halls of legislatures are full of lobby
ists for special subsidies, tariff protection against competing imports, 
special loopholes in the tax collection system, or government loans at 
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below-market rates of interest. An ideological commitment, as we have 
seen, reflects an appreciation for what one's interests are in general, but 
not in every specific case. 

Nevertheless, not all modifications of the incentives provided by an 
untrammeled free market respond to special-interest pressures. They 
may in fact be introduced in the general public interest by an economi
cally sophisticated and public-spirited government. We shall delve into 
this subject at greater length when we discuss economic planning in 
Chapter 10. At this point it should be acknowledged that although at 
times the free action of the market may have drawbacks that one may 
wish to avoid, nevertheless on the whole it has very substantial advan
tages. This will become clear in Chapter 10 when we contemplate what 
happens in states that follow the fifth possible set of government actions 
with respect to the market, those that replace the market entirely with 
centralized state planning. 

COMMON IDEOLOGICAL LABELS 

Discussions of political ideology usually focus on the banners that have 
floated over the major European political movements. Conservatism has 
Edmund Burke as its most coherent theorist, with the thesis that institu
tions that exist have developed for good reasons, have been tested by time, 
and are adapted to the milieu in which they find themselves, and should 
not lightly be cast aside. Just as the content of conservatism may vary from 
place to place, according to which institutions ought to be conserved, the 
content of liberalism similarly varies. 

Liberalism always stresses freedom; however, some old-fashioned Lib
eral parties in Europe, such as the one in Italy, still stress freedom of trade 
and are thus primarily business-oriented parties. Most Liberal parties 
stress freedom of speech and of the press; but some unsavory types show 
up in Liberal parties such as that of Austria, where the freedom most 
prized appears to be primarily the freedom from having one's pro-Nazi 
past investigated. Most Liberals anywhere, however, are supporters of 
civil liberties; most are also anti-clerical. However, in the United States, the 
term "liberal" is applied to those who favor not only civil liberties and 
equality of rights, but also redistributive economic policy measures de
signed to alleviate the lot of the more poor and miserable members of so
ciety. 

Socialism comes in both Marxist and non-Marxist varieties. Based on op
position to the unemployment and class exploitation it believes to be in
herent in capitalism, socialism opposes to the individual ownership of 
property the idea of collective social ownership of property. In practice, 
where socialist measures have been introduced, this has meant govern
ment ownership and control of segments of the economy, which has often 
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had unfortunate results (see Chapter 10). Some present-day socialists have 
wanted to maintain the movement's tradition of opposition to the excesses 
of capitalism while abandoning government ownership of industry as the 
necessary prescription. 

Although attempts have been made to give Fascism intellectual coher
ence, there is too much good sense among writers on political thought for 
Fascist ideology to be able to acquire any kind of respectability (despite the 
fact that Harold Laski once wrote that if Al Capone and Dutch Schultz shot 
their way into the White House, there would be some political scientist 
asking what their political philosophy was). Fascism is simply the use of 
violence by a self-selected minority for political purposes. Fascist move
ments frequently act against organized labor on behalf of employers, or 
against racial or ethnic minorities. Fascist ideologies are cobbled together 
out of elements such as extreme nationalism, racism, male chauvinism, 
glorification of war, and adulation of the leader. 

EXTREMISM 

A position on the political Left implies support for change in the existing situa
tion, such as a reallocation of resources, in favor of those further down the social 
scale, while a position on the Right implies defense of a situation embodying in
equality in the distribution of rewards. 

The greater egalitarianism, or support of equality, to be found on the Left im
plies also a more benign attitude toward foreigners, as fel low human beings 
who also have rights. This means that a contrary right-wing position appears 
more patriotic, since the nation-state necessarily discriminates against foreign
ers: its government is concerned primarily with the welfare of citizens and not 
foreigners, and the doctrine of its military organization is based on the premise 
that it is legitimate in some situations to kill people of another nationality or cit
izenship. 

This set of relationships implies in turn that left-wing extremism tends to be 
regarded as subversive and antinational, while even violent right-wing extrem
ism may be regarded more leniently as patriotism that is perhaps a little too en
thusiastic. Although many unhappy examples of the tolerance of state 
institutions for right-wing extremism are commonly cited from the Weimar Re
public, there is no shortage of examples from other countries, including the 
United States. 

NOTE 

1. Donald Philip Green has summarized the evidence as indicating "the limited 
influence of narrow self-interest" on opinions with respect to policy questions, in 
"The Price Elasticity of Mass Preferences," American Political Science Review, March 
1992. 
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Legitimacy, Disobedience, 
and Revolution 
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LEGITIMACY 

One of the most fundamental questions in politics is why people obey 
government. The obvious answer is that they do so in fear of negative con
sequences if they disobey—that is, from fear of punishment. Another part 
of the answer is that they do so out of habit; most laws are obeyed most of 
the time, automatically, without a conscious decision. A third part of the 
answer is that to some extent people obey government because they be
lieve governments have a right to make laws that they should follow; in 
other words, they believe in the government's legitimacy. 

Governments are very concerned to establish claims to legitimacy, since 
the more obedience can be founded on consent, the less coercion is neces
sary. If for no other reason, a government's having legitimacy means that 
it can economize on policing costs. 

On what basis can a government claim legitimacy? The classic answer to 
this question generally cited is that of the great German sociologist Max 
Weber.1 Weber classified legitimate authority as either traditional, rational-
legal, or charismatic. By "traditional" authority, Weber meant principally 
forms of rulership such as monarchy, normally sanctioned by religion, 
found in premodern societies. "Rational-legal" authority to Weber meant 
essentially the authority of bureaucracies that ruled on the basis of clear 
and established procedures applying to all cases without favoritism, and 
based on sound technical criteria and a solid understanding of the factual 
situation involved. He seems to have had in mind particularly the Prus
sian and German bureaucracies as they had developed through the early 
twentieth century. "Charismatic" leadership claimed legitimacy on the 
basis of the personal characteristics of the individual ruler. Revolutionary 
leaders emerging outside of the established constitutional framework 
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were certainly charismatic, but Weber also considered elected political fig
ures in democratic societies to be charismatic leaders, since they are cho
sen on the basis of their personal characteristics. 

This set of categories, or system of classification, is an inductive one— 
that is, it was established on the basis of familiarity with a number of 
cases, whose main features suggested what the different categories should 
be. An alternative method of establishing a system of classification is de
ductive, which establishes categories and a system of classification on the 
basis of abstract and a priori principles. Each method of proceeding has its 
strengths and weaknesses, and either one can be appropriate, depending 
on the circumstances of the particular case. 

The advantage of a deductive over an inductive system is that it can be 
more comprehensive and orderly, and categories can be defined so as to 
include all possible variations, whereas an inductive system may overlook 
possible variations that happen not to be in the set of empirical cases from 
which its categories are derived. A deductive system, on the other hand, 
may be exhaustive in the sense that it includes all possible cases, but some 
of the categories it establishes may in fact be empty of empirical instances, 
while other categories may be too crowded to allow meaningful analysis. 

This chapter will propose a deductive system of classification of types of 
legitimate authority which this writer believes to be more helpful for some 
purposes than Weber's schema, starting by posing the question of obedi
ence in a rather different form: not "Why do people obey government?" 
but "When is it justified to disobey government?" Posing the question in 
this fashion makes it possible to draw upon a long tradition of political 
thought that focused on the questions of disobedience and of tyrannicide, 
or the justifiable assassination of a ruler. This raises an important method
ological point: in analyzing a question it is generally preferable to build on 
an already established body of thought rather than to spend energy in 
starting completely from the beginning. As Isaac Newton put it, "I have 
seen so far because I have stood on the shoulders of giants." 

A considerable body of doctrine was developed by the medieval 
Catholic Church with respect to these questions. This was so because the 
church, during various periods of its history, claimed the right to pass 
judgment on secular rulers, sometimes advising the faithful not to follow 
secular laws that conflicted with religious doctrine and principles, and 
even taking the position that there were instances when a Catholic could, 
or even should, participate in a revolt or an attempt to assassinate a tyrant. 
Clearly, it was thus of great importance for Catholic thinkers to develop 
criteria by which to define tyranny. 

This attempt started with a distinction between origins and perfor
mance. A ruler might be a tyrant because of his origins. A ruler would be 
legitimate in his origins if he came to power in the prescribed manner ac
cording to the established laws and customs. For example, he could be the 
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oldest son of a recently deceased king, universally acknowledged as the 
legitimate successor. Someone who seized power by force, removing a 
ruler universally accepted as legitimate, would be a tyrant in his origins, 
and he could thus in good conscience be resisted or even assassinated if 
no other remedy to remove him from power were available. But a ruler le
gitimate in his origins might become illegitimate on the basis of his per
formance. He might violate the laws, confiscate property without 
compensation, put people to death without trial, burn down churches, 
kill priests, and establish his own religion. He would thus become a 
tyrant by performance. Conversely, someone illegitimate in his origins 
might nevertheless prove to be a wise and benevolent ruler, concluding 
peace, causing the economy to prosper, and promoting the moral behav
ior of his subjects. Because of his performance in office he might then 
come to be regarded as legitimate. 

A government may be legitimate, then, because of either its origins or its 
performance. These characteristics may be subdivided into procedural and 
substantive categories. That is to say, for example, a government may be le
gitimate in its origins for procedural reasons: it came to power according to 
established and accepted procedures—by election, inheritance, designa
tion by the previous ruler, or whatever established law and custom pro
vided (see Figure 4.1). Alternatively, a government may be regarded as 
legitimate in terms of its origins even if it comes to power outside tradi
tional procedures, if it developed out of a transcendent and universally 
popular event—a war of independence, a popular revolution, and / or the 
availability of an individual with extraordinary personal charisma. George 
Washington was elected first president of the United States under the new 
Constitution partly so that the infant regime could acquire the legitimacy 
conferred by his personal prestige. The government of Fidel Castro in 
Cuba claims legitimacy not on the basis of elections or constitutional pro
cedures but because it emanates from the revolution that overthrew the 
previous dictator and because of the great personal charisma of Fidel Cas
tro himself. 

Figure 4.1 
Legitimacy: A Deductive Typology of Rulers 
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A government's claim to legitimacy by performance may also be di
vided into procedural and substantive categories. A government may 
lose legitimacy through its performance procedurally if, for example, it 
does not follow established rules—it tries to collect taxes not voted by 
the legislature, it imprisons people without due process of law, or it 
takes property without compensation. It may also lose legitimacy over 
time if the substance of its policies is extremely unpopular, even if the 
procedures by which they are arrived at are legitimate. Thus, for exam
ple, if over a long period a government fails to guarantee public security 
a n d / o r if its policies cause severe and growing economic hardship 
among the population, they may come to reject not only the individuals 
holding public office, but even the system that put them there and keeps 
them there. This was the case, for example, with the long-established 
democratic regime in Uruguay: conditions deteriorated so severely, over 
so long a period, that finally in the late 1960s a military seizure of power 
occurred, an event without precedent in Uruguay in the twentieth cen
tury. 

DISSIDENCE AND REVOLUTION 

As can be seen from the preceding example, the question of a govern
ment's legitimacy is not a purely abstract and theoretical one. It is in fact 
an immediate practical question for military officers who are being impor
tuned by opposition civilian politicians to overthrow an incumbent gov
ernment. Of course in such cases the interests of the military themselves 
weigh very heavily, but the question of the government's legitimacy is also 
paramount.2 It seems to be the case, from the Latin American evidence, 
that a government is more likely to be overthrown the weaker its claim to 
legitimate power: if it came to power illegally, if its margin of electoral vic
tory was very narrow, or if it is headed not by a president who was himself 
elected, but by a vice-president who succeeded to the office on the death of 
the elected president. [Note: legitimacy is not an either/or matter, but a 
question of degree.] 

The other significant factors in predicting the possibility of a govern
ment's being overthrown relate to its performance, where it can lose legit
imacy on either procedural or substantive grounds—procedural if it 
habitually violates the constitution and the laws itself, substantive if its 
management of the economy is conspicuously unsuccessful. 

Of course the overthrow of a government is the most extreme point on 
a scale of opposition activities that range from revolt at one extreme of 
the spectrum through tyrannicide, resistance, and civil disobedience, to 
simple verbal dissent (see Figure 4.2). [Note: previously we organized 
types of legitimacy on the basis of a fourfold table based on the distinc-
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tions between origins and performance, and between procedural and 
substantive; the other way of establishing categories, which we are now 
following, of ranging types along a spectrum or continuum, is possible 
where only a single dimension is involved—that is, where instances can 
be classified on the basis of whether they display more or less of one spe
cific characteristic] 

REVOLUTION 

As the term is generally used, a revolution consists of a major change in soci
ety, the economy, and political life, normally brought about by extraconstitutional 
and violent means. Revolution-like events that lack one of these features are de
scribed in modified terms, such as "a peaceful revolution" or "a palace revolt, not 
a real revolution." 

A revolution involves the replacement of the existing ruling class. Although 
some historians still write of a revolution's occurring because the oppression of 
the masses reached such extremes that they could stand it no longer and rose in 
revolt, most analysts now believe that a revolution grows not out of oppression it
self, but from an anomaly or incongruence in it: that is, from the frustration of a 
rising class that is improving its situation economically, but is blocked from 
achieving commensurate political power; or whose improvement in economic 
and political status is suddenly stopped and thrown into reverse. 

However, it also appears to be true that a revolutionary situation can be cre
ated, not only by such broad historical movements as the long-term rise and fall 
of social classes, but out of the escalation of fighting that began over some minor 
point. The process of fighting itself may then mobilize large numbers of people, 
who expect the suffering they have endured, and sacrifices they have made, to re
sult in worthwhile social change and not simply a restoration of the status quo 
ante (that is, the situation that existed before). 

The strongest form of opposition, revolt, aims at changing the govern
ment. Tyrannicide does likewise, but if it is successful in removing the 
country's political leader, it may well be that the same group of people 
stays in charge and the subsequent leader is just as bad as or worse than 
the one who was assassinated. Resistance can take various forms, including 

Figure 4.2 
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violent ones, but it aims at obstructing the actions of the incumbent gov
ernment, not necessarily overthrowing it. One of the most famous exam
ples of resistance, the French underground movement against the German 
occupation during World War II, had as its basic purpose to weaken the 
occupying forces and to assist the British government in its conduct of the 
war against Nazi Germany. 

MOHANDAS GANDHI (1869-1948) 

Gandhi, usually referred to by the honorific Mahatma, meaning "Great Soul," 
was trained as a lawyer in England and practiced in India and South Africa before 
becoming a community leader campaigning against the discrimination practiced 
against the Indian community in South Africa. Although his political activity fo
cused on independence from Britain for India, finally achieved in 1947, he is best 
known outside India for the techniques of nonviolent political action he devel
oped. Reflecting his understanding of the pacifism of Leo Tolstoy, the civil dis
obedience of Henry David Thoreau, and the message of Christianity, Gandhi cast 
the theory and practice of nonviolence into traditional Hindu categories. As well 
as for Indian independence, Gandhi conducted campaigns, which included mass 
demonstrations, fasts, and prayer, on behalf of the improvement of the status of 
untouchables; for peace between Hindus and Muslims; for abstinence from al
cohol; and for women's rights, among other causes. 

Revered around the world for his saintly way of life, the nobility of his ideals, 
and the inspirational quality of his leadership, Gandhi was not able to prevent the 
partition of India between India and Pakistan and the fighting among the religious 
communities that followed. He was assassinated by a Hindu extremist on January 
30, 1948, but he has continued to serve as a source of inspiration for campaign
ers against war, inequality, and prejudice. 

Civil disobedience has undergone an extraordinary flowering as a po
litical technique during the twentieth century, being developed espe
cially during the Indian anticolonial movement by Mohandas Gandhi 
and the Congress party, and then again in the American civil rights 
movement by Martin Luther King, Jr. The basic function of civil disobe
dience is to draw attention, to point out the absurdity or immorality of 
some government practice, to draw down condemnation on it, and to 
appeal to the conscience of the majority population. Civil disobedience 
thus operates in a moral dimension, so it is important that the actions 
of those involved be morally correct. This gives civil disobedience an 
ambiguous character. On the one hand, those involved are breaking a 
law they feel to be unjust; yet they act peacefully and are prepared to ac
cept the punishment that the legal system metes out as a penalty for vi-
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olating the law. Not only did followers of Gandhi and Dr. King permit 
themselves to be taken to jail without offering resistance, they also suf
fered extralegal attacks, which only served to draw attention to the 
peacefulness and good faith of their intentions and the moral weakness 
of those opposing them. 

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR. (1929-68) 

As a young Baptist minister in Montgomery, Alabama, Dr. King was drawn into 
the civil rights movement of which he became by the middle 1960s the unques
tioned leader. Of distinguished academic background, graduating from college at 
age nineteen with honors, finishing first in his class at seminary, and earning a 
doctorate in philosophy from Boston University, King drew from Hegel, the sub
ject of his dissertation, an understanding of the power of ideas in forming the 
spirit of the time, which he combined with a Gandhian commitment to nonvio
lence and an understanding of the reasons for the effectiveness of nonviolence 
as a political tactic. Transposing this understanding into the idiom and spirit of tra
ditional Southern black religion, he became the unquestioned leader of the civil 
rights movement by preempting the moral high ground, establishing a dialectic 
between the faith and hope of disadvantaged blacks and the guilty conscience of 
the white majority. 

Under the impetus of the civil rights struggle, Congress passed the 1964 Civil 
Rights Act and later that year Dr. King was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. His 
most-quoted works are his 1963 "Letter from Birmingham Jail" and his Washing
ton speech "I Have a Dream." Harassed and hounded by the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, for whose director, J. Edgar Hoover, King was a dangerous subver
sive, Dr. King knew his life was always in danger. On April 4, 1968, he was as
sassinated in Memphis; his killer, a professional criminal, seemed clearly a hired 
assassin, but went to jail without disclosing whether he had been hired and, if so, 
by whom. After Dr. King's death, his legend steadily grew as someone who had 
been able to channel protest against injustice into nonviolent but effective chan
nels and had demonstrated that important moral ends could be secured by using 
only moral means. 

Simple dissent, verbal disagreement with the policies of government, 
or even with the principles embodied in the reigning political or eco
nomic system, is of course perfectly legal in democracies. This does not 
mean that dissenters do not face unpleasant consequences. In fact, as 
Alexis de Tocqueville pointed out 150 years ago with respect to the 
United States—and as Plato pointed out long before—in democracies 
there may be a tyranny of majority opinion which imposes social penal
ties on deviance. 
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ANTI-COMMUNISM 

During the 1950s in the United States, such a tyranny of majority opin
ion was known as McCarthy ism. People suspected of even the mildest left
ism were pilloried by congressional committees, placed on blacklists by 
self-appointed vigilantes, and smeared in the mass media. Independence 
of mind was discouraged; conformism was mandated. Many who refused 
to sign "loyalty oaths" or who had at some time been members of leftist 
organizations lost their jobs; some who refused to be browbeaten by con
gressional committees into accusing friends and associates, declining to 
answer leading questions, went to jail for contempt of Congress. Ameri
cans are still nervous about straying too far from mainstream certitudes, 
whether in politics, economics, or religion. 

Yet anti-Communist hysteria was not generated solely by characteristics 
of Western societies. It was also provoked by certain characteristics of the 
Communist movement as this was established by Karl Marx, modified by 
V. I. Lenin, and developed further by Josef Stalin. Communism is, of 
course, a revolutionary doctrine that threatens the existence of the capital
ist economy. Of course, the vegetarian movement threatens meat-eating 
and the prohibition movement the drinking of alcohol, yet they are op
posed by people who disagree with them without evoking the particular 
passions associated with anti-Communism. This is partly because Lenin 
argued that Communist parties should become cadres of disciplined pro
fessional revolutionaries in order to succeed in the face of the repression 
and police terror of governments such as that of czarist Russia. Stalin com
pounded the problem by insisting that foreign Communist parties con
sider "proletarian internationalism" their primary obligation—that is, that 
they subordinate other considerations to the requirements of Soviet for
eign policy. Like other governments, moreover, that of the Soviet Union 
engaged in espionage, especially to find out military information that 
might be of value to it. 

All of these factors worked together and were confused in the minds of 
many, perhaps most, Americans so that no clear distinction was made be
tween those who might share some of the ideas of Marx, people who crit
icized aspects of the capitalist system, those who didn't like features of 
current U.S. foreign policy, and spies for the Soviet Union. In fact, while 
some espionage agents acted on behalf of the Soviet Union out of ideolog
ical conviction, more of those who were caught appeared to be motivated 
by monetary rewards or personality flaws, and in any case had typically 
presented themselves as having conservative political opinions, which 
made better political cover. 

Pressures for conformity in politics reduce a country's claim to be con
sidered a democracy. A democracy requires the exercise of civil liberties if 
it is to function properly. Genuine choice among alternatives for the voters 
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is not possible without freedom of speech, the press, and assembly. Peo
ple must be free to propagate their views and to attempt to convince oth
ers, or the choice offered to a voter has little meaning. But what kind of 
free speech is it if one is free only to say what is popular? The real test of 
whether a country's claim to have free speech is genuine is if it protects 
speech that is unpopular and even offensive to a majority. Freedom of 
speech would not need constitutional protection if it extended only to gov
ernment spokespersons and supporters, patriotic orators, or flatterers of 
those in power. 

The problem is especially acute today in the United States and else
where where the mass media, and especially television, define the political 
issues and circumscribe what can be considered mainstream thinking; 
where views departing too much from the mainstream are regarded as 
"extremist," even vaguely disloyal. The framers of the U.S. Constitution 
knew what they were doing when they entrenched individual rights in the 
Constitution, making it impossible for it to be changed by a simple major
ity of the voters or their representatives. Sometimes, especially when a ma
jority of the Supreme Court, the guardian of the Constitution, is not in 
sympathy with individual rights, even that is not enough. 

Now that the Soviet Union, whose leaders claimed to be acting in line 
with the theories of Karl Marx, has passed into history, it would be tempt
ing to regard Marxism as of no more relevance than the discarded scien
tific theories or religious heresies of the ancient world. But this would be a 
mistake. Understanding Marxism is important, not only to understand the 
period of history when the Soviet Union was a major factor in the world, 
but because Marxist thought still shapes the mentalities of many people in 
the world, and even more because not all of Marx's thought is obsolete. 
Much of it still raises interesting and important questions about capital
ism, about human behavior, and about the nature of history. 

MARXISM: THE BACKGROUND 

To understand Marxism, one should appreciate that it grows out of a 
specific period of human intellectual history, which begins in the seven
teenth and eighteenth centuries with the Enlightenment. Prior to the sev
enteenth century, human beings had not clearly improved on the ancient 
Greeks, technically or intellectually. Aristotle was still a good general 
source for what human beings knew. In the 1600s, this began to change. 

Especially significant was the impact on the popular mind of Isaac 
Newton's great synthesis, in the law of gravity; of the breakthroughs in 
physics and astronomy of Johannes Kepler and others. The industrial in
ventions that followed in the nineteenth century, the improvements in the 
standard of living made possible by the growth of industry in Britain and 
France, and advances in the practice of constitutional government, espe-
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daily in Britain, gave substance to the idea that history could in fact rep
resent human progress. Progress was not necessarily inevitable, in the 
view of the best thinkers of the age, but it was possible and even proba
ble. In fact, it became common to interpret the political history of Britain 
as a steady evolution in the direction of greater liberty though the steady 
accretion of powers to the parliament and the diminution of the powers 
of the monarchy. 

KARL MARX (1818-83 ) 

Born in Germany, Marx lived most of his life in exile because of the revolu
tionary character of his journalistic writings and his political activity. His writings 
on philosophy and economics, the most important of which is the massive three-
volume Das Kapital (Capital), written in collaboration with Friedrich Engels, 
broke new ground in many respects and provided the foundation for the doctrine 
that became known as Marxism; Marx himself found his followers too inclined 
to convert his thought into a rigid ideological system and is supposed to have de
clared Je ne suis pas Marxiste. 

Although it has become common to blame Marx retrospectively for the 
crimes committed by Josef Stalin, Mao Zedong, and other tyrants who called 
themselves Marxists, Marx himself can be quoted to effect on behalf of human 
freedom against oppression. It is certainly not necessary to identify as a Marx
ist or to subscribe to the whole system of thought derived from the works of 
Marx to appreciate some of Marx's fundamental contributions to social analy
sis, such as the importance of economic class identity in determining political 
attitudes, the dependence of social and political arrangements on economic re
alities, or some of his insights into the nature of the capitalist system. The best 
short summary of Marxist views is The Communist Manifesto, which Marx 
wrote in 1848 as the platform for a movement of German working class exiles 
in France and England. 

Marxist thought grows out of this recently established view of history as 
representing human progress, and specifically out of the conception of his
tory embodied in the work of the German philosopher G.W.F. Hegel. In 
Hegel's model, history was the story of the evolution of human liberty, 
and the dimension in which evolution took place was that of ideas. In the 
ancient world, slavery was practiced; in the Middle Ages peasant serfs 
were only semifree. In the modern world all people could be citizens and 
enjoy civil rights. Thus there had been a succession of types of society, each 
reflecting a different idea about the possible extent of human freedom. But 
change from one state of society to another, from one dominant idea to an
other, did not take place smoothly but "dialectically"—that is, by a clash of 
opposites. Opposition would grow to a dominant idea. Its limitations 
would become apparent, difficulties would develop in the society that em-
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bodied it, and it eventually would be superseded by a more advanced or 
superior idea. 

Marx took this apparently unpromising model of Hegel's and made 
rather more sense of it by "turning it upside down"—by positing that the 
primary motivating principle in history is not ideas as such, but rather eco
nomic interests. Man's first priority is to make a living, to eat. To Marx, 
Hegel's insight that history moved by oppositions, or contradictions, by 
the movement of thesis and antithesis, was correct. It was correct to say 
that through these conflicts higher and higher forms of society evolved. 
But material conditions rather than ideas were the primary motivating 
force, and thus the conflicts that provided the creative motive power of 
history were not between ideas as such but between social classes and eco
nomic systems. One historical system succeeded another, then, because it 
was more productive. 

Before we leave Hegel behind, however, we should not overlook the cre
ative use made of Hegel's ideas by Martin Luther King, Jr. King wrote his 
doctoral dissertation on Hegel and it is possible to see in Dr. King's politi
cal thinking, along with the influence of Mohandas Gandhi, such Hegelian 
principles as that society progresses through struggle, that men are moti
vated by ideas, that superior ideas vanquish less adequate ones, and that 
ultimately human history is the story of the increasing actualization of the 
idea of human freedom. 

PRINCIPLES OF MARXISM 

The basic principles of Marxist thought are the following: 

1. Philosophical materialism: Human beings must eat before they can 
think. Material conditions are prior to, and determine, other forms of 
human activity. In particular, in any society the economic base determines 
the superstructure of culture, religion, politics, and so on. Certain ideas 
and practices, such as those of religion, are appropriate to one type of so
ciety and not to another. Catholicism, for example, with its ideas of hier
archy, human weakness, and the expenditure of money on costly 
buildings and images, was appropriate for feudal times, but capitalism 
needs a religion of hard work, thrift, and success; thus the Protestant Re
formation was born. Capitalism cannot tolerate internal barriers to trade; 
national unification movements thus arise. Rational calculation of profit 
and loss is impossible if the king can arbitrarily change the rules; thus cap
italism supports constitutional government. Everything else, in other 
words—morality, religion, politics—flows from the specific character of 
the organization of production. 

2. The dialectic: To Hegel, societies were organized around a dominant 
set of principles or ideas (the thesis), which over time would be found in-
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adequate and opposed in various respects (by the antithesis) and would be 
replaced by a new set of ideas (the synthesis) reconciling the original prin
ciples and those attacking them; thus synthesis arose out of the clash be
tween thesis and antithesis. To Marx also, everything contained its 
opposite—that is, each system created its own opposition. Capitalism, too, 
contained the seeds of its own destruction; it brought workers together in 
large numbers, taught them to read and write and organize, and then 
threw them out of work in its periodic depressions, provoking them to op
pose and try to overthrow the capitalist system itself. 

3. Dialectical materialism: History moves by these dialectical opposi
tions, and the basic motivations are economic. Thus the critical dynamic 
that motivates history is the conflict between economically defined enti
ties, that is, economic classes. "The history of all hitherto existing societies 
has been the history of class struggles." A class is defined by its relation to 
the means of production—that is, one class of people is formed by the 
owners of property, another owns nothing but its labor. 

4. The labor theory of value: What gives a product value? What accounts 
for the difference in value between a chair and the block of wood out of 
which it was made? The labor that went into making the chair. What ac
counts for the difference in value between the block of wood and the tree? 
The labor that was expended in cutting down the tree and splitting the 
logs. The value of a final product, therefore, is given to it by the sum total 
of the labor which made it, which mined or harvested the raw materials 
that went into it, which transported and prepared them, and also which 
managed operations, did the bookkeeping, and made the sales. However, 
under capitalism, there are returns to capital as well as to labor; capital 
earns profits, rents, interest, and dividends. These all come out of the end 
price of the product. In other words, although labor gave the product its 
value, the entire amount of that value is not paid to labor because much 
of it is siphoned off as payments to capital. 

5. Exploitation: The difference between the value of the end product 
and the amount paid all of the forms of labor that went into making it 
constitutes the margin of exploitation. Labor is exploited to the extent 
that it does not receive the full value represented by the price of the final 
product. 

6. Crises, or depressions: Under capitalism, a portion of the amount paid 
to capital as profits, dividends, interest, and rent is not spent but is saved. 
This means that not all of the money earned in the production of the total 
amount of goods manufactured in society is available to purchase them. 
Therefore, some goods remain unsold. As the warehouses fill up with sur
plus goods, the factory owners decide to close down production tem
porarily until the backlog is sold off. Of course, when the factories are 
closed the workers are not earning any money, so it becomes even more 
difficult to sell off the surplus produced. Thus a depression results, char-
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acterized by widespread unemployment, a shortage of money in the econ
omy, and quantities of unsold goods. 

7. The immiseration of the masses: Unemployment thus grows out of 
crises of overproduction under capitalism. It also occurs continuously be
cause it is the nature of capitalism to replace labor with capital. The 
amounts of capital that pile up through savings and profits must be in
vested, they must earn a return, and they are invested in machinery that 
is profitable because the factory need not employ so much labor to get the 
job done. In a continuous process, therefore, capitalism replaces labor with 
capital. Thus it continually creates unemployment. Because these great 
masses of unemployed people are desperate for a job, they compete for 
jobs and force down wages. The capitalists can lower wages because there 
are always desperate people eager to take a job at any pay. Thus workers 
become poorer and poorer. 

8. The revolution: Finally, the great mass of the unemployed can stand it 
no more and rise in revolution. They overthrow the capitalist system that 
is responsible for exploiting them. After the revolution, a transition period 
takes place in which the proletariat—those who have nothing to sell but 
their labor—takes control. In Marx's thought, all governments are dicta
torships. Because of its requirement for predictability and its need for free
dom from government intervention, the bourgeoisie has constructed a 
constitutional and quasi-democratic state, but the bourgeoisie want free
dom for themselves, not for their workers, so that the democratic character 
of the liberal bourgeois state is largely a fagade, a disguised dictatorship. In 
any society the government is "the executive committee of the ruling 
class," since the political superstructure is determined by the economic 
base. Under capitalism, government is essentially a police force that has as 
its mission the protection of property. The bourgeois state exists to protect 
property, facilitate trade, and impede labor organization. The government 
that follows the revolution will be a dictatorship—as all governments 
are—but it will be a dictatorship of the majority, set up to liquidate the last 
remnants of capitalism. 

9. Socialism: After capitalism is liquidated, the proletariat will construct 
an economic system without exploitation. Ownership of the means of pro
duction will be social (public) and not private as under capitalism. Under 
socialism, it will be "from each according to his ability; to each according 
to his work"—that is, the laborer will receive the full value of what he has 
produced without exploitation. 

10. Communism: After socialism has created abundance for everyone, 
the system will change to one of communism, under which the principle 
of distribution will be "from each according to his ability; to each accord
ing to his need"—that is, distribution of wealth will be absolutely fair and 
just. Larger families will receive more; children and the aged will have 
their needs attended to even if they are not producers. 
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The economy will be abundant since there is no need to close down fac
tories repeatedly until a surplus of unbought goods can be sold off. It will 
not be necessary for everyone to work every day, and there will be plenty 
of leisure time. Man will no longer be the greedy and selfish creature he 
was under capitalism—a new, generous, altruistic, public-spirited human 
being will emerge. 

This is an overview of the main features of Marxism as a mode of un
derstanding social reality, as a philosophy and an ideology. There are 
many more aspects to Marxism—it contains an epistemology, or theory of 
knowledge, for example, and an analysis in depth of the functioning of 
capitalism. However, those who followed Marx simplified and expanded 
on his ideas to the point that Marx himself is reported to have said "I am 
not a Marxist." 

A CRITIQUE OF MARXISM 

What are we to make of the Marxist approach to the world? Clearly, 
much of Marx's understanding of social reality has passed into the main
stream of human thinking. Any social scientist will try to interpret social 
structures and political dynamics in terms of social classes acting in their 
own interest. The conception of superstructure is insightful and provoca
tive. However, no matter how valuable the analytic insights of Marxism, 
Marx's predictions were clearly off base. Under capitalism the condition of 
most workers has improved vastly since his time, despite the fact that de
pressions have continued to occur and short-term declines take place from 
time to time. Socialist revolutions have not occurred in the advanced in
dustrialized countries, though some have taken place in backward agri
cultural nations. 

The labor theory of value, moreover, is too limited and mechanical a way 
of understanding economic value, determined as it is by supply and de
mand. At the same time, the capitalist may make an important contribution 
as entrepreneur and risk-taker without "producing" anything directly. 

A more fundamental criticism of the Marxist conception of the proletar
ian revolution that will overthrow capitalism is that it is really itself quite 
un-Marxist. Why should the proletariat be expected to overthrow capital
ism? Previous societies embodying distinctive forms of economic organi
zation were not brought to an end by revolutions of the exploited classes. 
Revolts of slaves were not the reason for the passing of slave society, nor 
did revolts of serfs determine the end of feudalism. Feudalism was not re
placed by a dictatorship of the serfs that prepared the way for the con
struction of capitalist society. 

In his concept of proletarian revolution, Marx seems to have confounded 
two different kinds of historical struggle. Within each society a struggle 
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goes on between the property-owning class and the "exploited" class over 
distribution of the burdens and the benefits of the production system. In 
this struggle, the interests of the proletariat are opposed to those of the 
bourgeoisie. A quite different struggle, however, goes on between the dom
inant class in a society and the emergent dominant class of the society that 
is to replace it, which is in no way the same as the exploited class in the ex
isting society. Feudalism was brought to an end not by the serfs but by the 
bourgeoisie, the emerging representatives of a new form of social and eco
nomic organization who wanted an end to monarchical absolutism, feudal 
privilege and obstructions to trade, and the economic burden to society of 
expenditures on royalty and established religion. 

Thus capitalism as Marx knew it will no doubt be replaced in the full
ness of time; perhaps the changes going on in the world today—the devel
opment of new forms of financial manipulation, the growing importance 
of the computerized retrieval of information, and new forms of direction 
and control—are part of that process, but it is the people who will benefit 
from the new forms of organization that will take the lead in bringing 
about the changes, not the working class of the present system. 

It was in fact the failure of Marx's predictions, and especially the failure 
of his predictions as to how the revolution would come about, that led 
Lenin to make his own contributions to Marxist thought, modifying it 
drastically and in many ways contradicting its basic spirit. 

LENINISM 

Lenin tried to extend and adapt Marxism to take account of the fact that 
the situation of workers in the industrialized West European countries 
seemed in many respects to be getting better rather than worse, and that 
therefore there seemed to be no prospect of the development of a revolu
tionary workers' movement that would seize power and bring capitalism 
to an end. In explaining what had happened, he drew on the work of 
British economist J. A. Hobson, who had explained imperialism—the seiz
ing by the West European powers, especially Britain and France, of terri
tories overseas—as a way of resolving the crisis of overproduction. Marx 
had predicted that because wages were relatively low there would not be 
enough money in the economy to buy all the goods produced and that 
therefore the factories would have to close periodically until the surplus 
was consumed. 

Lenin, following Hobson, wrote in Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Cap
italism that the colonies were conquered to become captive markets for the 
sale of surplus production and for the investment of excess capital, as well 
as to secure raw materials. With captive markets for their surplus, factories 
could keep producing; in this way capitalism was able to extend its life 
without a series of crippling crises of overproduction. The imperialist 
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stage of capitalism, wrote Lenin, incorporating developments occurring 
especially in Germany at the time, was also the stage in which banks 
would increasingly take control of the economic system. With the super
profits made possible by the exploitation of the colonies, the capitalists 
would then be able to bribe leadership elements in the working class to en
sure that the class did not take a revolutionary line. 

V. I . LENIN (1870-1924) 

Vladimir llyich Ulyanov took the nom de guerre Lenin as a revolutionary work
ing against the czarist regime in Russia. Lenin's tactical sense led his faction 
within the Russian exile Social Democratic party to dominance within the move
ment and, during the chaos of the Russian Revolution, brought the Bolsheviks to 
power in November 1917 (October, according to the calendar then in use in Rus
sia). It was also Lenin's sense of tactical realities that led to his modifications in 
Marxist theory, so that the official ideology in the Soviet Union was always called 
Marxism-Leninism. 

Leninism explained the failure of the Socialist Revolution to come in the de
veloped countries by means of the theory of imperialism, and stipulated that the 
revolution would be brought about by a secretive disciplined revolutionary party. 
After the drastic policies of the first years of Bolshevik power, Lenin reversed 
course with the "New Economic Policy (NEP)," beginning in 1921, which al
lowed for the functioning of a free market. 

On the basis of the NEP, liberal Communists such as Mikhai l Gorbachev 
have argued that Lenin's legacy was that of a more open kind of socialism, not 
the totalitarian system that Stalin gradually imposed after he succeeded Lenin 
in 1924; and Lenin had warned his colleagues about the crudeness and ambi
tion of Stalin. Although Stalin carried dictatorship to paranoid and totalitarian 
extremes, however, there seems no doubt that the basis for the dictatorship 
was laid by Lenin, who not only set up the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union on a disciplined and conspiratorial model, but also established the se
cret police. 

This was a neat and plausible way of accounting for the rising standards 
of living and the lack of a revolutionary consciousness among the working 
class in a way that seemed superficially to correspond with the Marxist ap
proach. In a sense, it was truer to Marx's basic insights than Marx's own 
conclusions were; the proletariat attempted in fact to secure a better deal 
for itself within the capitalist system, not to bring the system to an end. 
Marx's conception that the proletariat would try to overthrow capitalism, 
as we have said above, involved a confusion of two different kinds of eco
nomic struggle. 

Left to itself, then, the proletariat would not achieve anything beyond 
"trade union consciousness," the attempt to improve its conditions 
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within capitalism by securing higher wages and shorter hours of work. 
Many socialists drew from this fact the conclusion that the aims of social
ism could be attained by means of peaceful political action within the 
framework of democratic capitalist societies. These "revisionist" social 
democrats were by far the larger component of working-class political 
movements in Western Europe. Lenin was, however, a Russian, citizen of 
a country ruled by absolute czars, where there were no possibilities of 
peaceful democratic action. Accordingly, Lenin made his second contri
bution to Marxist thought: the doctrine that the revolution could be 
brought about only by the organization of a dedicated cadre of profes
sional revolutionaries, which would be disciplined and secretive—since 
the czar's spies were everywhere—and ready to resort to extreme mea
sures—since absolutism was too deeply entrenched to be removed other
wise. 

Although Lenin's faction was a minority of the Socialist party of Rus
sia, as it was a minority of other parties too, Lenin took advantage of 
one particular occasion when lack of attendance of more moderate del
egates gave his faction a temporary majority to name it the majority, or 
"Bolshevik," faction. Subsequently, after the Bolsheviks had attained 
power in Russia, Socialist parties all over the world split, with those 
willing to follow Lenin's line of policy calling themselves "Commu
nist." Communist parties thereafter were saddled, rightly or wrongly, 
with the image given them by Lenin, of being secretive, conspiratorial, 
extremist, and violent. 

Marx had thought that the revolution would come after capitalism had 
run its course; that is, the revolution would come first in the most ad
vanced capitalist societies, such as Britain or Germany. Yet the proletarian 
revolution was first proclaimed in Russia, where the Bolsheviks took over 
in the chaos of the country's defeat by Germany in World War I. In Russia 
the beginnings of industrialism were just becoming visible. Lenin's rival 
before the seizure of power and close collaborator thereafter, Leon Trotsky, 
explained this by what he called the "law of combined development"— 
capitalism was a single world system and the revolution would begin 
when capitalism as a whole had attained the appropriate stage of devel
opment; however, the chain that bound the workers would then snap at its 
weakest link, which was Russia. But revolution did not in fact extend from 
Russia to other capitalist countries and the new Bolshevik government felt 
itself surrounded by hostile capitalist powers. Especially under Lenin's 
successor, Josef Stalin, the Soviet leadership developed an obsession with 
security which led to a tight and brutal dictatorship and the transforma
tion, at least as long as Stalin lived, of foreign Communist parties into tools 
of Russian foreign policy. In Stalin's Russia, it was hard to recognize the 
anguish over human suffering and the concern for human freedom that 
had characterized the young Hegelian Karl Marx. 
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NOTES 

1. Weber's work on legitimacy was published as part of his massive tome 
Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft (Economy and Society). Most of those who cite Weber on 
legitimacy have seen only an extract from the book and do not fully understand his 
work on legitimacy because they have only seen it out of context. 

2. This is made clear by John S. Fitch in his The Coup d'Etat as a Political Process in 
Latin America: Ecuador, 1948-1968 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1977). 
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THE BASIC MODEL 

The lexicon of development has become a permanent part of the political 
vocabulary. Countries are referred to as "developed," "developing," or 
"less developed." What does this terminology mean? It means that a 
model is generally accepted that groups countries into three categories. 
Some are conceived of as underdeveloped—completely traditional, not ex
posed to the modern world or adopting its ways. (Today, in fact, hardly 
any societies completely of this type still exist.) At the other end of the 
spectrum lies the developed modern state, in which people are urban, ed
ucated, and participant, with industrialized economies, constitutional 
governments, and rational bureaucratic practices. In general, this is the 
kind of state to which most peoples of the world aspire. Much of the world 
is then conceptualized as "developing"—lying in a transition zone be
tween stagnant traditional society and dynamic modern society. (The term 
"Third World," often used to characterize undeveloped and developing 
countries, grows out of a different model, in which countries were divided 
into Western democracies, Communist regimes, and those neither Com
munist nor Western.) 

What are the political characteristics of the three stages of development 
in this model? Generalizing and no doubt oversimplifying, one could say 
that politics in traditional societies is primarily court politics; that is, poli
tics consists of jockeying for the ruler's favor within his or her immediate 
entourage (see Figure 5.1). Under Jean-Claude Duvalier of Haiti, for ex
ample, gossip would have it at one time that his mother had the most de
cisive influence; at another time, his brother-in-law. The masses of the 
people did not know what was going on in that closed arena, and certainly 
did not participate in decision-making. 
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Figure 5.1 
Arenas of Politics 

Type of Society 

Underdeveloped traditional societies 

Developing societies 

Developed societies 

Characteristic Political Arena 

The private arena: the ruler's "court" 

The streets 

Constitutional institutions: the press, 
elections, parliament, the courts 

Contrast this with politics in a fully developed state, a constitutional 
democracy like Sweden, which probably approximates closer than any 
other the "ideal type" of the developed country. There politics is partici
pant—everyone votes, joins political parties and unions, keeps informed 
by reading newspapers, listening to radio, and watching television. The 
press is free and takes its reporting and commenting responsibilities seri
ously. Elections take place at regularly scheduled times; the votes are 
scrupulously counted, and the government that issues from those elec
tions takes office and serves out its appointed term. Legislation is debated 
openly in the parliament and laws are passed according to the prescribed 
constitutional procedures. The judiciary and the bureaucracy discharge 
their duties in compliance with the law. 

In a developed constitutional state, therefore, the arena in which politics 
takes place is the open one of constitutional institutions. Debates are held 
in the parliament, which passes the laws. Different contending parties 
meet in the elections, which decide the issues between them. Vigorous op
position and a free press help to insure that constitutional procedures will 
be faithfully followed and power not abused. 

The "developing countries," which are intermediate between those hav
ing traditional political structures and those of the modern world, feature 
a mix of practices from both traditional and modern societies, together 
with some characteristics deriving from the fact of transition itself. Partic
ipation in politics is not total, although it grows as people learn to read and 
write, and move to the cities. Elections usually take place, but they are not 
necessarily held honestly, nor is their result automatically respected. The 
institutions of a constitutional democracy—press, bureaucracy, judiciary, 
and legislature—function but not always as they are supposed to, and 
bribery and corruption are common. 

Under these circumstances, political conflict goes on in all arenas—in 
the private circle of the ruler, as in traditional societies; to some extent in 
the press and the legislature, as in the developed world; but characteristi
cally, more than in traditional or modern societies, political activity takes 
place in the streets. That is, it consists of violence and the threat of vio-
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lence: demonstrations, marches, and strikes. The masses cannot yet trust 
the political system to be fair, but neither are they indifferent and intimi
dated, as in traditional society. Political parties have been organized, but 
they cannot simply rely on the outcome of elections, which may be rigged. 
Interest groups have started to organize, but are not assured their views 
will be heard unless they threaten violence. Politics is a matter of subli
mated conflict in what Charles W. Anderson has called a system of "the 
demonstration of power capabilities." And frequently things get out of 
control and actual violence occurs, in the form of police repression, riots, 
the military seizure of power, and authoritarian rule. 

THE MILITARY SEIZURE OF POWER 

Most frequently, the armed forces seize control of the state when there is a 
vacuum of power or of legitimacy. For this reason, the military seizure of power 
occurs frequently in newly independent and developing countries. After the old 
colonial symbols of legitimacy are gone, power may pass to the leaders of the 
independence movement, who are regarded as national heroes. But if they 
quarrel among themselves, or prove unable to govern effectively, loyalty to the 
new regime is too short-lived for its institutions to command the unquestioning 
respect and obedience that only develops over time. In such a situation, force 
may be the only arbiter of the occupancy of power, and when that game is 
played, as Thomas Hobbes observed, "clubs are trumps." But even an old-es
tablished polit ical system may eventually begin to lose its legitimacy after a 
prolonged period of government ineffectiveness—for example, in dealing with 
economic crisis. 

Within the armed forces, some ambitious officers may be eager to seize power, 
but most officers are as a rule reluctant, and wi l l discuss among themselves 
whether the government has in fact lost legitimacy and whether the seizure of 
power would be widely supported by civilians. Professional-minded officers are 
not eager to abandon the tasks for which they are trained and to assume unfamil
iar obligations, especially if they risk courting public hostility. 

Typically, the seizure of power occurs when the group favoring the coup either 
outmaneuvers the moderates or else wins them over. The latter occurs when it be
comes clear that the great majority of the people favor a coup, or when the mod
erates become convinced that the incumbent government threatens the interests 
of the military institution itself. Such a threat can consist, for example, of politi
cal interference in what the military see as purely professional/technical matters; 
heavy cuts in the military's budget allocation; or an attempt to establish a rival, 
politically controlled, military force, such as a party militia. 

A military seizure of power is sometimes sponsored or incited by the hege
monic regional power. During much of the Cold War the United States worked 
through the armed forces of the Latin American countries to assert its control of 
the region, much as the Soviet Union maintained its control of Eastern Europe by 
working through the local Communist parties. 
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Figure 5.2 
Levels of Overt Political Violence 

Political development thus consists of a transition in a country's politi
cal practices toward those confined to the constitutional arena. This is a 
possible, but not a necessary, course of development, however, and there 
is no a priori reason why movement cannot take place in the opposite di
rection—that is, toward a less developed state of affairs. Moreover, even 
where development does take place, the transition may not be smooth, but 
may occur in fits and starts, with abrupt reverses. In fact, however, for 
many countries political development does indeed take place, more or less 
keeping pace with the country's development in social and economic re
spects—that is, with its growing literacy and urbanization, and its higher 
income levels. 

During the transition period, the level of violence in the society typically 
increases before it declines. This paradoxical situation has confused the 
issue for many people, who have taken it to mean that political develop
ment does not accompany economic development. It does; but during the 
transition phase from stable authoritarian rule to a more open society, vi
olent behavior is likely to occur as the old system breaks down and the cir
cle of those who participate widens (see Figure 5.2). Violence and the 
threat of violence may initially become more common until new rules of 
political behavior become generally accepted. 

THE SOCIAL DIMENSIONS OF CHANGE 

How and why does political development normally accompany social 
and economic development? The key link is the increase of mass participa
tion in politics. In the developed polity, almost the whole of the national 
population participates in the system through voting, through informing 
itself on the issues, through joining political parties and other social for-
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mations that are active in politics, such as labor unions. In a politically 
transitional country, participation begins to express itself in these ways, 
but it also takes the form of direct action, of marches, strikes, and demon
strations. 

Why does popular participation increase? Because of several social and 
psychological causes. Greater awareness of what is happening on the po
litical scene and the desire to participate grow out of the extension of edu
cation, the growing literacy of the population, its movement to urban 
areas, and its exposure to the national communications network. A city 
resident has more opportunity and more motivation to get involved in po
litical life than a peasant or villager—although the spread of the transistor 
radio has made it possible for dwellers in rural areas to become much 
more aware of national and international developments than they used to 
be, even if they are illiterate. 

STUDENTS IN POLITICS 

In the countries that are politically transitional, where democratic institutions 
are not yet firmly established, university students usually play a major role in pol
itics. Intelligent, idealistic, and aware, they may be the only sizable group of peo
ple that can be quickly organized for a demonstration or march. Not yet having 
the jobs to lose and the families to care for that inhibit the participation in oppo
sition politics of older people, students usually take the lead in denouncing cor
ruption and abuse of power. Elections for officers in student government may be 
fought along party lines and student politicians who are successful may move di
rectly into leadership roles in national party politics. In many developing coun
tries, student organizations provide the most effective counterpoise to the armed 
forces in national politics. 

Improved communications, in the sense both of the communication of 
information through the electronic media and the improved means of 
transportation, have facilitated the great increase in political participa
tion. But psychological factors have also been involved in what has been 
called the revolution of rising expectations. That is, in a traditional village 
culture, the expectation was always that the child would follow the occu
pation of the parent, whether housewife, peasant, or craftsman; would re
main in the same village or local area; and would live at about the same 
economic level. 

With the changes in communications and greater exposure to the out
side world, people can now envision a new world of possibilities, and can 
hope for a higher standard of living, a less arduous occupation, and free
dom from the concerns about illness and premature death that beset the 
life of the peasant. If the prospect of substantial change seems unrealistic 
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for oneself, one can expect it for one's children. Typically, migrants to 
Third World cities tell interviewers that the primary motive for the change 
was to secure an education for their children, so that they could enjoy a 
better life than their parents. 

Thus technical changes have both motivated the great movement of ur
banization that has occurred and, by improving transportation, made it 
possible. Technology has also contributed to another cause of urbaniza
tion, the population explosion. 

DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE 

In traditional societies, under conditions of traditional technology, birth 
rates are typically high and families containing eight or twelve children 
are not uncommon. For most of us, this was true in our own families, in 
our own parents' or grandparents' generation. At the same time, it was 
highly unlikely that all of those children would reach maturity or die of 
old age. In the least developed countries, even today, the normal expecta
tion is that half of all infants will die before their fifth birthdays. The chief 
cause of infant mortality is gastrointestinal complaints, particularly those 
deriving from polluted water. In tropical zones, insect-borne diseases are 
also a major factor. Thus birth rates are high; but so are death rates—that is 
to say, average life expectancy is short, as low as the late twenties in the 
very poorest countries, but around forty years in most less developed 
countries even today. This contrasts with average life expectancies at birth 
in the seventies for today's most developed countries. 

In those developed countries where the population is predominantly 
urban, the normal family has one, two, or perhaps three children. The chil
dren are all expected to survive and most can look forward to living out 
their natural span. Artificial birth control is widely practiced. 

THE DEATH RATE 

The death rate—what proportion of the population dies in a given year, usually 
stated as so many per thousand—is another way of indicating the average length 
of a life span, or life expectancy at birth. Of course, the meaning of the term is not 
necessarily immediately apparent, as in the story of the demographer who asked 
"What's the death rate in this village?" and was told "One per person." 

The normal transition in a country's demography, therefore, as it under
goes development, is from a predominantly rural society of high birth 
rates and high death rates to a predominantly urban society of low birth 
rates and low death rates. 
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Characteristically, however, the transition does not take place evenly in 
all respects. Typically, what drops first is the death rate. Death rates can be 
brought down by a few simple and relatively inexpensive public health 
measures. The provision of clean drinking water is critical here; it helps if 
mothers still breast-feed and have not been induced by advertising to buy 
powdered baby formula. The spraying of DDT to eliminate mosquitoes 
can also be significant. Thus death rates are brought down right away, but 
birth rates decline only after an interval, perhaps of a generation or two. 

Birth rates decline as efficient birth control methods become generally 
available; as mothers grow to expect that all of their children will survive; 
and as people move to cities where living space is much more restricted 
than it was in rural areas, and where children are expected to attend school 
rather than participate in the family's economic activities. Thus for a pe
riod of a generation or more, during which death rates have already 
dropped but birth rates remain high, an extremely rapid increase in popu
lation takes place, which has been called the population explosion. 

The population explosion is in popular commentary often linked to the 
fact that in many areas of the world, especially in areas of Africa contigu
ous to the Sahara Desert, there have been recurrent outbreaks of famine in 
recent years. Closer examination, however, indicates that although popu
lation increase has led to an increase in herds and some consequent over
grazing, shifts in rainfall patterns are particularly responsible. On a global 
level, in fact, food production has increased along with population 
growth, and there are many areas in the United States, and elsewhere, that 
could be brought into, or back into, food production if there were enough 
effective demand. If people could pay for it, they would have enough 
food; the problem is not so much an absolute shortage of supply, but a lack 
of purchasing power. At least so far, the problem is fundamentally that of 
unequal distribution of resources rather than of overpopulation as such. In 
fact, the development of techniques making possible substantial increases 
in agricultural production—improved seed varieties, pesticides, and arti
ficial fertilizers, together sometimes called the Green Revolution—has led to 
a substantial increase in world food production figures. 

The problem of unequal distribution of resources takes various forms. 
One of these is the shortage of land for those who wish to farm, and in 
many countries along with population growth has come increased pres
sure for agrarian reform—that is, the division of larger estates and the al
location of small parcels of land to landless workers. 

One of the effects of the population explosion is to intensify the move
ment to the cities, which have grown extremely rapidly. The largest, Mex
ico City, now exceeds 20 million inhabitants. This rapid increase in 
population lets loose an avalanche of problems in the city: shortages of 
housing, of employment, of schools, and of the provision of services such 
as sewage disposal, water supply, and electricity. Some cities adjust better 
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than others, and adjust better at some times than at other times. For at least 
part of the period during which populations are increasing rapidly, many 
cities present symptoms of breakdown: polluted water supplies, inade
quate housing, and filthy streets crowded with beggars. 

In this the cities of today's Third World reproduce the experience of the 
cities of Western Europe during that region's industrial revolution: the 
dreadful slums of Manchester and other cities of the industrial north of 
England, which helped to form Karl Marx's ideas of the evils of capitalism, 
and created the milieu for Charles Dickens' s stories, were as miserable and 
degrading as the worst areas of the cities of Asia and Latin America today. 

THE "INFORMAL" ECONOMY 

A difference is that in some of today's developing countries, especially 
in Africa and Latin America, the industrial revolution is providing pro
portionally fewer jobs than it did in Europe. As a result, most people must 
create their own jobs. This gives rise to the phenomenon of underemploy
ment, with people working at semi-jobs or pseudo-jobs doing things that 
don't need to be done, provide no addition to the sum total of the coun
try's wealth, and produce very little revenue: shining shoes, guarding 
parked cars, or peddling odds and ends on the streets. Housing, too, is 
often self-built. At its worst, it may consist of shacks built out of flattened 
oil drums, odd pieces of wood, and even cardboard, by the city dump, by 
the railway tracks, or stuck on a hillside and likely to be washed away 
with the first heavy rain. 

Outside observers are often horrified by the conditions they encounter 
in settlements of this type. Nevertheless, it never does to underestimate 
the resilience of the human spirit. If not harassed, intimidated, or extorted 
by local police and authorities, the poorest urbanites will gradually im
prove their position, rebuilding their unsatisfactory housing into more 
substantial living quarters, finding jobs that more adequately provide for 
their needs, and becoming self-supporting members of society. 

One difficulty is provided by city administrations that try simply to 
eliminate shantytowns by bulldozing them without providing their resi
dents alternate housing—or else by moving them to soulless high-rise 
projects outside the city, too far to commute to where there is employ
ment—instead of helping to improve their existing housing by supplying 
cheap building materials, technical assistance, and legal title to the land. 
In addition, sometimes the poor have to surmount archaic and pointless 
licensing regulations that make it difficult for people to develop occupa
tions or ply trades that could provide a decent living. Since it is not pos
sible, given the society's resources, to provide everyone with a regular job 
in the industrial sector or a home in a professionally built house, there is 
no point in making more difficult people's efforts to help themselves. If 
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governments assist instead of obstructing them, lower-class urbanites 
will improve their position gradually. 

In returning to Third World cities he has previously visited, this writer 
has often been impressed by the improvement that has taken place, 
demonstrating that people are not inevitably condemned to misery, not by 
the growth of population nor by the difficulty in providing for their 
wants—provided that economic theorists, political leaders, and bureau
crats are helpful and not hostile. 

An increase in population need not lead to a reduction in standards of 
living; as Mao Zedong put it, every stomach comes attached to a pair of 
hands, and it is possible in principle for people to work and produce more 
than is necessary to feed themselves, so that with increased population the 
average standard of living can still improve. The experience of Hong Kong 
has shown that it is possible for millions on millions of people to achieve 
a high standard of living in a restricted space. 

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF THIRD WORLD 
INDEPENDENCE 

In fact, however, for most developing countries, economic problems have 
grown more acute. Sometimes, as was mentioned earlier, increased popula
tion may lead to an increase in herds and overgrazing of available lands. 
More important, specialization in one or two export crops may produce an 
excessive dependence on fluctuations in world market prices and thus great 
vulnerability of the economy to sudden shifts over which it has no control. 

Typically, land on which people once grew their own food becomes con
verted to producing cash crops that bring high revenue in good years, but 
leave people hungry when export prices crash—and sometimes even 
when they don't, if the new farming techniques mean that most small 
farmers are forced off the land, which becomes concentrated in the hands 
of those with access to the bank credit necessary to buy machines, insecti
cides, and fertilizers. Especially in African countries, the fact that city pop
ulations are politically more important than rural ones, whether it is a 
question of votes in an election, demonstrations, or street fighting, means 
that governments will try to keep food prices low. This provides disincen
tives for farmers to produce food crops and leads to shortages. To continue 
to keep food prices low, governments then frequently get into importing 
foodstuffs and selling them at subsidized prices, creating a tremendous 
drain on government resources and on foreign exchange, which in turn 
may begin a process of financing expenditures through contracting debt, 
until more of national earnings go to pay interest on debt than to funding 
economic development. 

Often, especially in newly independent countries in Asia and Africa, 
government personnel lack training and are guided more by ideological 
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considerations than by economic logic. Caution and moderation may seem 
like abandonment of the struggle for national liberation, while the laws of 
economics may seem part of the old colonial restrictions that must now be 
thrown aside. 

The process of political development entails placing rising demands on 
government. The population is growing, and at the same time is growing 
more assertive. Not simply content with living in the same way and at the 
same level as their parents, people's expectations are rising and they place 
demands on government for schools, jobs, housing, and the provision of 
urban services. If the economy is growing, if international prices for the 
country's products remain strong, if production is expanding, then the 
government is able to gratify these demands, and social peace can be 
maintained. If times are hard, jobs are not available, and government does 
not have the resources to satisfy demands being placed on it, people strike, 
demonstrate, and riot. Where there are free elections, voters will listen to 
more radical candidates. If demands cannot be satisfied by distributing 
new wealth that is being created, perhaps they can be satisfied by redis
tributing existing wealth. Even when the economy is not growing, it is 
possible to build schools and create jobs by taxing the wealthy; it is possi
ble to provide land to the landless by expropriating it from the owners of 
large estates. 

When the possibility of economic redistribution is raised, when a newly 
mobilized mass population demands benefits and services that a stagnant 
or deteriorating economy cannot provide, when radical or populist politi
cians propose to meet popular needs by taxing the well-to-do, then the 
wealthier members of society become alarmed, and cast about for a way to 
bring to an end the political mobilization of the masses and the programs 
of populist politicians, which they regard as Communist demagoguery. At 
this point the most common outcome in the Third World is for the political 
representatives of the wealthier classes to solicit a military seizure of 
power that will bring the democratic political process to a halt. 

The general principle underlying this situation, which was pointed out 
long ago by Aristotle, is that the distribution of power tends to follow the 
distribution of property. If people have money, they also have political 
influence, which they use to maintain their possession of money. At the 
same time, the converse is true: the distribution of property tends to fol
low the distribution of power. That is, if the masses are allowed to ac
quire power through the political process, their representatives are likely 
to attempt to redistribute wealth and income in their favor. For this rea
son, when political competition becomes serious, the wealthy in poor 
countries oppose democracy. Superficially, they may seem to accept its 
procedures, which are generally in style throughout the world. But 
democracy's underlying logic implies economic redistribution and this 
they necessarily oppose. 
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The process of development may thus seem self-contradictory or para
doxical. Popular participation is growing. In the long run, this means more 
democracy. In the short run, however, it is just as likely to lead to a military 
coup, and dictatorship, and the repression of popular demands. This se
quence of events is likely to occur especially when the economy is not 
growing. For if the economy is growing, it may be possible for the demands 
arising out of increased popular participation to be met without redistrib
uting existing wealth, and a democratic political system can be maintained 
and strengthened. Economic development can thus contribute to political 
development. If economic growth is not taking place, on the other hand, 
the beginnings of social mobilization may raise the specter of redistribution 
of income; and that will likely lead to military rule and an end, for a shorter 
or longer period of time, to the process of democratization. 

THE LOGIC OF MILITARY INTERVENTION 

When this occurs, the military will, in effect, be serving the interests of 
the country's economic elite. This is commonly, but not invariably, the 
case. The military force's primary identity is as the servant of the state and 
of national security, and in this capacity it has two formal purposes: to de
fend national borders and national integrity against external enemies; and 
to supplement domestic police forces in defense of law and order. These 
are the interests it is established to defend. Nevertheless, as a corporate 
body, it also develops its own interests, which go beyond the formal pur
poses for which it is established. For most of the time, the military treats its 
own institutional interests as simply an extension of the national interests 
it is supposed to defend. For example, it resists any cut in the military bud
get, which is in its own interest to do, by arguing and to some extent be
lieving that such a cut would threaten its ability to defend the nation's 
borders. 

Examples of other institutional interests that can be defended as neces
sary to its discharge of its official functions are: retaining a monopoly of 
the use of force against any attempt to establish a militia, or to arm labor 
unions or peasants' syndicates; resistance to any interference with its sys
tems of promotion and of hierarchy and discipline; and opposition to any 
measure that might make the military forces unpopular with the citizens 
at large. 

There are various "fringe benefits" of military service, such as special 
clubs, subsidized prices in military commissaries, and posts—sometimes 
with a second salary or the possibility of illicit additional income—in the 
economic enterprises controlled by the state, which will also be defended 
by the military, although it is hard to maintain that such privileges are nec
essary to the military's performance of its primary national security func
tion. Conservative politicians representing the interests of the economic 
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elite can usually persuade military officers that important military inter
ests are threatened by the same political forces that threaten the elite's in
terests. A leftist or populist political party, for example, if it is allowed to 
come to power, may be expected to reduce the military budget so that so
cial benefits can be increased, and might arm workers' or peasants' orga
nizations to prevent attacks on them by security forces working for the 
oligarchy. So these conservative politicians can usually convince military 
officers that a threat exists, and are readily able to enlist military aid in pre
venting leftists or populists from coming to power, or in removing them 
once in power. 

Occasionally, however, military interests are clearly not the same as the 
oligarchy's; the military may even see its interests as opposed to those of 
the oligarchy. For example, the military may come to believe that an unjust 
social order perpetuated by the economic elite is the cause of insurgency 
and breakdowns in law and order that could be prevented by the timely 
adoption of reforms. This logic motivated a sector of the Peruvian armed 
forces to operate a reformist government from 1968 to 1975. Similar reason
ing was behind the attempt of the Carter administration (1977-81) to enlist 
the support of the military for a land reform program in El Salvador. Im
portant sectors of the military accepted this policy, which required them to 
oppose the interests of the country's oligarchy, although the policy was wa
tered down and finally brought to an end by the Reagan administration. 

As this example illustrates, in much of Latin America the military forces 
have come to respond primarily not to their own oligarchies but instead to 
the hegemonic power, the United States. Put in another way, it is primarily 
through the military connection that the hegemonic power of the United 
States in the region is made manifest. The connection is maintained partly 
by overt methods, by military economic assistance, the supply of weapons 
on concessional terms, training missions, expense-paid visits, courses in 
U.S. military schools, and the like; and to some extent by covert relations 
with specific individuals in Latin American armed forces, who are put on 
the payrolls of clandestine U.S. agencies. 

The military is not always responding to oligarchic or hegemonic pres
sure when it plays a political role, however. It has its own interests, and it 
also responds to social pressures. As we have seen in discussing African 
politics, the military, as an organized force in being that possesses 
weapons, is necessarily the residual holder of power when it passes from 
the grasp of others. When the imperial power passes from the scene, the 
national independence movement, its leader, and its party usually domi
nate national politics; but if they do not, if for some reason the new au
thorities lack legitimacy in the eyes of the people, or if the new regime 
loses legitimacy by a sustained period of economic decline, corruption, or 
incompetence, then the military rushes in to fill the vacuum of legitimacy 
and authority. 
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THE POLITICAL PARTY 

In political systems where competitive elections are held, the principal 
function of a political party is to elect candidates to office. It is this charac
teristic that distinguishes the party from other organized political groups, 
generally known as pressure groups or interest groups, which seek to pro
mote the interests of their members in the political arena by lobbying and 
by public education or propaganda campaigns, but do not themselves 
nominate candidates for office. 

The strategies of political parties—how they define themselves, what 
policies they espouse, and the kinds of candidates they nominate—are 
strongly affected by the nature of the competitive system in which they op
erate. The rules of the game, and the number of other players, largely de
termine party strategy and tactics. As was suggested in Chapter 2, a strong 
causal relation exists between the nature of the electoral law and the num
ber of major political parties in the system. It is almost universally accepted, 
for example, that the single-member-district plurality, or first past the post, 
system tends to limit the major parties competing in politics to two, since it 
is extremely difficult for third parties to secure any representation. 

PROPORTIONAL REPRESENTATION 

The major contrasting system in use today is that of proportional repre
sentation (PR), which attempts to have each party's representation in the 
legislature reflect its proportion of the vote. This it achieves by organizing 
multimember districts, so that seats may be assigned proportionately. 
Thus, for example, if ten members are to represent the district, they can be 
assigned so that each party receiving more than 10 percent of the vote has 
at least one representative. Thus the faithfulness of representation of the 
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partisan vote increases the larger the number of members for that district. 
If the district has only five members, a party must secure at least 20 per
cent in order to win representation; if the district has fifty members, a 
party can elect a member with only 2 percent of the vote. The highest de
gree of proportionality is achieved in Israel and the Netherlands, which do 
not divide the country into districts at all; the whole country constitutes a 
single electoral district. Thus, for example, in Israel, to elect the 120 mem
bers in the Knesset, the national parliament, the voter chooses not indi
vidual candidates but a party's entire candidates' list. The candidates on a 
party list are numbered in sequence. If a party is entitled to eighteen seats 
on the basis of its share of the vote, then candidates one through eighteen 
are declared elected. It should be noted that this system confers great in
fluence on the party leadership, which determines each candidate's place 
on the ballot. If you are assigned the number 1, you are as good as elected 
already; if you get number 70, don't count on it. 

What are the other effects of a proportional representation system? 
Quite clearly, it encourages rather than discourages small parties. In Israel, 
any party securing at least 1 percent of the vote elects at least one member. 
Clearly, if 1 percent of the vote nationally is all it takes to become a mem
ber of parliament, then everyone and their brother-in-law form their own 
political parties. In one extraordinary case, a fugitive financier from France 
acquired Israeli citizenship and ran for the Knesset so that as a member of 
parliament he could acquire immunity from extradition to France to stand 
trial for illegal financial manipulation. Having lots of money for electoral 
propaganda, he was successful; ironically, when he ran for reelection he 
was too successful, attracting enough votes to entitle him to two seats in 
the Knesset when he was the only candidate on his party list. 

THE MULTIPARTY SYSTEM 

Small parties are encouraged not only by the ease of electing members, 
but also by the prospect of exercising significant influence in the legisla
ture. In a parliamentary system the government needs to maintain a leg
islative majority in order to remain in power. Where a multiplicity of 
parties secure parliamentary representation, as they do in a PR system, 
then the votes of minor parties may become a significant factor in putting 
together the minimum majority necessary to support a government. A 
minor party with a handful of seats may thus be in the position of decid
ing which coalition shall take office, and of course can use this power to 
exact important concessions when a cabinet is being put together. During 
the French Fourth Republic (1946-58) the extremely small party to which 
Francois Mitterrand then belonged, the Democratic and Social Union of 
the Resistance (UDSR), found itself in this position,1 and despite its mi
nuscule size, its leader, Rene Pleven, was twice prime minister. 
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This feature of a PR system, the significance it gives to small and even 
tiny parties, has a great many drawbacks. A small party can hold up a big 
one for ransom, and acquire influence out of all proportion to the size of 
the electoral bloc that supports it. Thus what is obviously a more fair sys
tem in representing voters' opinions becomes quite unfair at the level of 
the formation of cabinets. Moreover, in a parliamentary system that has 
PR, normally no party can hope for a clear majority on its own, so that 
coalition cabinets are necessary. This means that a great many compro
mises need to be made among parties' programs and principles before a 
mutually satisfactory coalition program can be adopted. 

While under PR voters are able to pick parties closely representing their 
views and do not have to settle, as they do in a two-party system, for a 
party representing simply the lesser of two evils, this may make no differ
ence at all to the extent to which voters can expect their views to be en
acted into legislation. The voters do not have to compromise their views 
and settle for the lesser of the evils when they go into the voting booth, but 
the parties that represent them have to do exactly the same thing when it 
is a question of putting together a cabinet; so the result ends up the same. 

Where many parties are represented and coalition cabinets are neces
sary, one of either of two situations tends to result: either coalitions are 
unstable as minor parties withdraw because they cannot agree with the 
position the majority of the cabinet wants to take; or, to maintain the 
coalition parties together, the cabinet avoids making decisions and post
pones facing issues, with resultant negative consequences for the country. 
In either case, the normal outcome is that the country is in effect run by 
the bureaucracy rather than the people's elected representatives. The 
French Third Republic (1870-1940) is generally regarded as having been 
unable to prepare itself to meet the threat posed by Hitler's Germany be
cause weak coalition cabinets were unable to take the decisions required 
to raise the money needed to arm and equip the military in adequate 
fashion. 

In fact the Third Republic did not operate with a proportional represen
tation system, but with another electoral system that also encourages a 
multiplicity of political parties. This is the single-member district with a 
runoff election if no candidate receives an absolute majority of the vote. In 
this system, a candidate must receive 50 percent of the vote to be elected 
on the first ballot; if no candidate does so, then a second election is held (in 
France, two weeks later) at which the candidate who gets the most votes is 
declared elected. 

This single-member district majority (rather than plurality, as in the United 
States, where it is necessary only to get more votes than any other candi
date) system also encourages minor parties to some extent, because a bar
gaining process goes on between the first and second ballots during which 
a minor party may be able to exact concessions in terms of program or pa-
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tronage in return for throwing its support to one of the larger parties on 
the second ballot. Moreover, the peculiar effect is created that, since the 
eventually winning candidates in each district have made different bar
gains and agreements in return for getting the votes of minor parties, 
members of the same party in the national assembly may represent differ
ent local coalitions; some members of a center party, for example, will have 
committed themselves to vote with the left on some item of legislation, 
while other members of the same party are committed to vote with the 
right. Under these circumstances the single-member majority system with 
runoff may come to have similar effects, resulting in unstable or immobile 
governments, to those of the proportional representation system. In the 
French Fifth Republic, however, which has mostly used the runoff system, 
government instability has not occurred because a strong presidency has 
been introduced that drastically modifies the rules of cabinet formation 
and accountability normal to a parliamentary system. 

PROPORTIONAL REPRESENTATION OR SINGLE-MEMBER 
DISTRICT? THE GERMAN SOLUTION 

Proportional representation is favored because it produces results that mirror 
more faithfully the electorate's preferences. The single-member district, on the 
other hand, attracts supporters because it reduces the number of parties repre
sented in the legislature, and gives voters a specific representative to whom they 
can take their complaints. The constitutional draftsmen at Bonn produced an in
genious compromise that has begun to be emulated, in Eastern Europe and also 
in Latin America. It has been referred to as "personalized proportional represen-
tation" or "the two-vote system," since the elector votes once for a representative 
in his or her district, and once for the political party he or she favors. 

The German Federal Assembly has twice as many seats as there are districts. 
The first vote cast by the voter, for the first set of seats, elects one representative in 
each district, just as in Britain or the United States. The second set oi seats is then 
distributed so that when added to the seats already filled, the total allocation for 
each party in the legislature wi l l bring it into line with what it should receive 
based on the voters'second-vote choices. 

Let us suppose a state has a total of twenty representatives and is divided into ten 
districts. On the second, proportional, vote the Christian Democrats receive 50 per
cent, the Socialists 30 percent, and the Liberals 20 percent. That means that, of the 
total of twenty seats, the Christian Democrats are entitled to ten, the Socialists six, 
and the Liberals four. On the basis of the first vote, let us say that the Christian De
mocrats have won eight district seats and the Socialists two. Thus the electoral au
thorities then declare elected an additional two representatives for the Christian 
Democrats, four for the Socialists, and four for the Liberals, to bring the total elected 
up to the allocation to which each party is entitled. (In addition, German electoral 
law provides that a party must receive a minimum percentage of the vote to receive 
any seats in the proportional distribution, and outlaws antidemocratic parties.) 
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Nevertheless, it may not always be true that a multiparty system, of the 
kind created by proportional representation elections, is necessarily unsta
ble. It may happen, as was for many years the case in Italy, that one center 
party is larger than the others and dominates all possible coalitions. Where 
a distribution of votes is of this type, government in a multiparty system 
may in fact be very stable, since the representation of the different parties 
in the legislature usually changes very little at elections, not being subject 
to the exaggerations caused by the single-member-district plurality sys
tem, where a shift of a couple of percent in the vote may mean a landslide 
for one party or the other. Under proportional representation, for example, 
a shift of a couple of percent in the vote means only a shift of a couple of 
percent in the legislature, rather than a landslide. 

Where a presidential system exists, the negative effects produced by a 
multiparty system under a parliamentary regime are not so important, 
since the president remains in office even if he loses his majority in the leg
islature. Of course, such a situation can create a deadlock between presi
dent and legislature. This is not only bad in itself, in preventing action on 
national problems, but also bad in that it tempts presidents to try to cir
cumvent the legislature and rule in dictatorial fashion. 

The basic premise of the parliamentary system is thus that the prime 
minister and cabinet represent a majority of the legislature. Normally this 
implies the enforcement of party discipline—that is, the requirement that all 
legislators from the party vote the same way, so that the government re
tains its majority. If the government doesn't always command a majority 
in the legislature, the possibility arises that someone else would command 
a majority and that someone else should be prime minister and not the 
present incumbent. Party discipline is thus necessary to see that the ma
jority remains intact. 

Because party discipline normally holds, in a two-party system an incum
bent government has no excuse for not passing into law the program on 
which it competed in the elections. In a separation-of-powers system like 
that of the United States, different parties may be in control of the presidency 
and the Congress. But in any case there is no necessity to enforce party dis
cipline in the legislature, since the president has a fixed term and will con
tinue in office even if a majority of Congress votes against his legislative 
proposals. Without party discipline, each legislator goes his or her own way 
and the process of legislating involves extensive compromises and the trad
ing of favors. Under these circumstances, the legislation that emerges from 
the Congress is hardly ever exactly what the president, or indeed anyone 
else, wanted. In a parliamentary system, on the other hand, the government 
has a legislative majority by definition, so there are no obstacles to its enact
ing the program it espoused during the election. The party platform, ac
cordingly, is a carefully drawn series of specific pledges as to what the 
government will do if elected, unlike the vague attempt to appeal to all pos
sible interests usually represented by the platforms of U.S. political parties. 
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A country's electoral system helps determine how many parties will 
flourish and which will be dominant. For this reason a particular dominant 
party or group of parties will maintain an electoral system or, sometimes, 
change to another one that favors it. In the French Fourth Republic, as elec
tions approached, the ruling coalition would often pass modifications in 
the electoral law shamelessly designed to secure its advantage. The causal 
relation between electoral system and party system thus runs in both di
rections: a particular electoral system tends to promote a certain type of 
party system; because it does so, a particular configuration of parties will 
impose a specific kind of electoral system to help them stay in power. 

The single-member district—with majority or plurality, that is, with or 
without a runoff—and proportional representation, as it has been de
scribed here, are not the only possible types of electoral systems. Various 
other types can be found in effect in local jurisdictions or private organi
zations, and many variations on the PR model are possible. The main 
questions in establishing a PR system are how large and how equal dis
tricts should be—that is, how many members should represent each; and 
what formula should be used for allocating members in proportion to the 
winning parties' vote, since members cannot be divided into fractions. 

PARTY SYSTEMS AND PARTY STRATEGIES 

Under different conditions of party competition, it is rational for parties 
to adopt different strategies. Where there are two large parties, one with a 
reputation for being more to the left than the other, it is rational for the 
party leadership, trying to win the maximum number of votes, to develop 
a moderate, centrist, program. This is because the more left-wing party can 
take for granted the voter to the left; it must try to capture those in the 
middle of the spectrum who are undecided as to which party to vote for. 
The logic is similar on the right, so that normally in a two-party system 
both parties' programs and leadership will tend to be centrist on policy 
questions, both trying to appeal to the centrist voter. When this happens, 
voters grumble about choosing between Tweedledum and Tweedledee, 
and threaten to vote for third parties or to stay home on Election Day. In 
the end, however reluctantly, they usually vote for "the lesser of the two 
evils." 

Now this is what happens "normally." But if the United States could 
elect Ronald Reagan in two landslides and if Margaret Thatcher could be 
the longest-serving British prime minister in over a hundred years, clearly 
things are not always normal. Why is a major party leadership not always 
centrist? There are several reasons: 

1. Because the leader is picked by noncentrists. Although the key gen
eral election voters may be in the center, the candidate may be nominated 
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by party militants of more extreme views. This is because centrists who 
don't feel strongly in favor of one party or another are unlikely to be the 
active party members who participate in the party's internal selection 
processes. 

It should be noted, however, that often even when candidates of more 
extreme views get picked, they abandon their previous political positions 
and move to the center in the drive to attract votes. This is a very common 
occurrence in two-party politics, particularly in the British Labour party 
and the U.S. Democratic party. Neil Kinnock, leader of the Labour party 
during the 1980s, exemplified this pattern; Bill Clinton is generally said to 
have made his move to the center when he was defeated for reelection 
after his first term as governor of Arkansas. 

MARGARET THATCHER 

Margaret Thatcher, nee Roberts (1925- ) served as prime minister of Britain 
from 1975 to 1992, the longest-serving prime minister in the twentieth century 
and the first to win three consecutive general elections. The first woman to 
serve as prime minister, she won the leadership of the Conservative party, de
spite the fact that her extreme views on economic questions were not repre
sentative of a party majority, by being the only person bold, or foolhardy, 
enough to challenge an incumbent party leader, Edward Heath, in a leadership 
election in 1975. 

As a dominating personality and forceful speaker, Mrs. Thatcher's pro-free-mar
ket views were more uncompromising than those hitherto prevailing in British 
politics, to the extent of being wil l ing to see unemployment rise to a record 3 mil
lion, allowing many businesses to fail and whole industries to go out of business. 

Her electoral successes were due in large part to the fact that the opposition 
Labour party split over the question of participating in the European Commu
nity, and on military and other issues, so that the Conservatives were able to 
elect overwhelming majorities of the House of Commons with around 40 per
cent of the popular vote. Mrs. Thatcher also derived some electoral advantage 
out of the victory of British forces over the Argentines who had invaded the 
British colony of the Falkland Islands in the South Atlantic, and because she 
started a program of selling housing owned by local government authorities 
to renters on favorable terms. However, Mrs. Thatcher was unable to survive 
a strong popular reaction against her attempt to divorce local taxation from 
wealth or abil i ty to pay, and have everyone pay an equal amount (the so-
called poll tax). 

After she resigned from the leadership of the Conservative party, the party 
started a drift back to the center, where traditionally most votes are to be had. 
However, Mrs. Thatcher left a permanent mark on British politics, and also had an 
influence on the promotion of "neoliberal" economic ideas elsewhere in the 
world, including in the United States of Ronald Reagan. 
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2. Because the leader needs to court not only voters but also contribu
tors to party funds, who, in conservative parties, may have extreme rather 
than centrist views. In progressive parties, the influence of private con
tributors is usually to pull leaders away from the left and toward the cen
ter, but organizational contributors such as unions may sometimes exert a 
leftward pull. 

3. Because the leader believes he or she need not just appeal to people's 
present views, but can change those views. Margaret Thatcher said "I am 
a conviction politician, not a consensus politician." Normally, "conviction 
politicians" of this type are not successful in a two-party system. Mrs. 
Thatcher was lucky in taking over the leadership of the Conservatives 
when the opposing Labour party was about to split, making it possible for 
her to win a great victory with only 40 percent of the popular vote. 

4. Because—and this may be the most important factor—issues may be 
important to voters other than those of economic policy that define what 
constitutes left, right, and center. Questions of personality and perceived 
competence may be important, and sometimes questions of social moral
ity become election issues; but the dimension that most frequently super
sedes economic policy is that of foreign and defense policy. Despite his 
extreme economic views, Ronald Reagan defeated Jimmy Carter for pres
ident primarily because Carter had been unable to secure the release of 
Americans held hostage in Iran, an issue magnified and made central by 
the media and, in a short-sighted and self-defeating way, by Carter him
self. 

5. Because the voter have become confused by party propaganda and 
the laziness of the media into not understanding economic policy issues. 

Despite these reasons for deviations from the norm, it remains most 
often true that in a two-party system the parties seek the center of the spec
trum of political opinion, which usually is defined in terms of economic 
policy and usually reflects economic interest. 

The dynamics of a multiparty system are quite different from those of a 
two-party system. Where many parties flourish, the rational strategy for a 
party leadership is not—as it is in a two-party system—to attempt to ap
peal to voters in the middle, taking for granted voters to one extreme or 
another. In a multiparty system no voters can be taken for granted, since 
if they are dissatisfied with a party's program another party will arise that 
can find electoral success by representing the views of that group of vot
ers. The indicated behavior for a political party, therefore, is to identify a 
specific group of voters who are not being represented or whose represen
tatives are not faithfully expressing their maximum demands and seek to 
be the most perfect representatives possible of precisely that point of view 
or interest. Thus in a multiparty system everyone can have their own 
party—religious extremists, farmers, pacifists, schoolteachers. 
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The advantages of such a system are clear. Voters do not have to settle 
for the lesser of two evils when they vote, nor is the party system even 
telling them that the socioeconomic dimension is more important than any 
other. If to the voters women's rights or the protection of the environment 
are more important than economic issues, then they can search out parties 
that are primarily concerned with those issues. The strength of a multi
party system, therefore, is its greater representativeness of voters' opin
ions. Its greatest weakness, as we have seen, is that very often it makes for 
governments that are ideologically incoherent, less stable, and less effec
tive. If frustration grows in a two-party system because the parties are so 
similar and present little choice, in multiparty systems it grows because 
parties cannot deliver on their promises. 

THE SINGLE-PARTY SYSTEM 

In the world today many political systems are still dominated by a sin
gle political party. Sometimes this is because only a single party is per
mitted and the rest are outlawed, but not always. In India, which won 
independence in 1949, one party, the Congress party, has long dominated 
at the national level, even though a vigorous multiparty political life ex
ists and indeed opposition parties come to power at the state level. Some 
of these, however, are purely local parties, appealing only to a specific 
language group in a particular state. Once in power at the state level, 
many of these parties find no problem in cooperating with the Congress 
party, which is usually (though not always) in power at the national 
level. In Mexico, at the time of writing, the same party has ruled for over 
sixty years, although opposition parties have started to take over state 
governments. 

In most cases where a single party dominates the political system, the 
opposition suffers from legal disabilities of one kind or another. However, 
there are factors that tend to single-partyism even where the opposition 
parties are not repressed. One of these, as in India, is that the dominant 
party has developed from the liberation movement that led the victorious 
struggle against the colonial power and retains the patriotic prestige it 
earned at that time. The United States, too, had such a single-party system, 
its candidate George Washington, the hero of independence, for the first 
presidential election under the current Constitution. 

In many countries, moreover, characteristically in Africa but also in 
Asian countries such as Malaysia, societies are split by ethnic conflicts; 
parties, seeking to represent the groups into which people's most salient 
identity divides them, may each represent a different language or racial 
group. In such a case, competitive elections might not be fought over is
sues of policy so much as being simply a sort of ethnic census. Most im
portant, the emotions of political campaigning among parties constituted 
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in this way could easily degenerate into racial violence and civil war. 
Leaders of the single-party system thus argue that it avoids the ethnic con
flict that would result from a multiparty system. However, it is often true 
that instead of avoiding ethnic conflict a single-party system embodies it; 
that a single ethnic group dominates the ruling party and discriminates 
against other ethnic minorities. 

The long-established single-party system in Mexico resembles in some re
spects both those in Africa and those that used to rule in Eastern Europe. As 
in Communist-era Eastern Europe, in Mexico the party claims to represent a 
revolution that meant a progressive departure in the country's history; but 
it also has consistently won national elections and so can also claim demo
cratic legitimacy. This claim has become thinner in recent years as opposi
tion parties have grown and as the minor electoral fraud that was always 
practiced has come to seem an obstacle to a possible opposition victory. 

Where expectations are that a ruling party will remain in power, its rule 
is reinforced by the adherence of opportunists who are interested in gov
ernment jobs and contracts. Filipino parties and traditional parties in 
Brazil are notoriously based primarily on expectations of patronage. Nev
ertheless, there are countervailing forces working against the dominance 
of the single party, such as the expansion of education. Such systems are 
most stable when they rule over an uneducated population that accepts 
government propaganda claims at face value and where the average edu
cational level does not exceed that of grade school—in other words, where 
people have been exposed in the schools only to the civic indoctrination 
that strengthens incumbent governments but not to the analytic thinking 
that promotes opposition to them. 

Long-established single-party states, those in Africa and Eastern Europe 
as well as in Mexico, tend also to be characterized by the growth of a "new 
class," as government party politicians and bureaucrats develop privileges 
that set them apart from the masses of the population. In Eastern Europe 
the paradoxical situation was that political parties claiming to assert the 
values of equality, liberty, and popular welfare finally ruled over a system 
that restricted political freedoms and protected special privileges. 

INTEREST GROUPS 

One of the most difficult questions for normative democratic theory is 
that of the proper place of interest groups in a constitutional democracy. In
terest groups in this sense are organizations of people with a similar set of 
beliefs or set of interests that act to influence public policy. This they may 
do through campaigns of public education, or by direct influence on the 
policymaking process through contact with legislators, elected officials, or 
civil servants. These latter activities are generally referred to as "lobbying." 
Lobbying may take the form of testifying before legislative committees to 



Elections, Parties, and Interest Groups 97 

make the organization's views known and to present arguments in favor of 
its position. Many legislators are predisposed to favor positions taken by a 
group they identify with, and need only to be told how to vote on an issue, 
or to be given a draft bill to introduce. Or a pressure group may want to im
press legislators with the strength of its support among the voters—for ex
ample, by organizing a letter-writing campaign. 

The organization may also seek to influence a legislator's position by 
giving him or her money or other things of value. Direct payment in re
turn for a vote constitutes a bribe and is of course illegal everywhere— 
though it has nevertheless been known to occur in most countries, 
including the United States. But more subtle forms of transferring funds 
exist that are quite legal. Laws vary from country to country as to which 
practices are legal and which are not. In the United States, interest groups 
may donate funds to a candidate's campaign, although there are regula
tions governing the amount that can be given and requiring that they be 
reported. Sometimes controls on how such donations may be used are 
quite lax. In the United States, a variety of other methods are used for 
transferring funds: large fees, as well as money for expenses, may be given 
to legislators for delivering speeches to an organization's meeting; the leg
islator's law firm may be retained by the organization and given little 
work to do; large quantities of the candidate's campaign biography may 
be bought for free distribution to organization members. Some countries 
regulate such practices strictly, while most others are even more lax than 
the United States, but the United States is lax enough. 

Does the existence of such organizations deform the democratic process? 
Is their existence compatible with the pursuit of the general interest? How is 
it possible to characterize the role of such groups in general as it affects the 
democratic process? Different students of the problem have suggested dif
ferent answers to these questions, which are both descriptive and norma
tive. We can summarize these answers in the form of alternative models of 
the relation of interest groups to the state in a constitutional democracy: 

1. The Rousseauian model: The great French-Swiss philosopher Jean-
Jacques Rousseau believed that the existence of organizations of this type 
was incompatible with republican government. His position has strongly 
influenced French political theory and French constitutions. When voting, 
he thought, citizens should "ask themselves the right question"—What is 
in the general interest?—not what is in their own individual interests. In 
Rousseau's terminology, a popular assembly should express the general 
will, not simply the sum total of particular wills. The doctrines animating 
the French Revolution followed these ideas, and were hostile to "interme
diaries," organizations standing between the individual and the state. 
These would just aggregate particular wills, and get in the way of the ex
pression of the general will. 
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In the practice of modern democracies, however, it seems impossible to 
take such an extreme position. How can interest groups be outlawed if free
dom of speech and association are guaranteed, if people are assured of the 
right to petition their representatives for redress of grievances, indeed if leg
islators and administrators solicit people's opinions to help guide them in 
their work? The Rousseauian view, for all its merit and the clarity with which 
it states the issue, seems too extreme to be relevant to modern democracies. 

2. The pluralist model: This model of the relation of interest groups to the 
political process is analogous to that of the economic free market. In the 
pluralist model, there is no restriction to the organization of interest groups, 
which proliferate and represent every conceivable type of interest. Because 
there exists such a wide variety of such groups, however, they compete 
with and counterbalance each other. Just as the action of many individuals, 
each freely pursuing his or her individual economic interest, manages to re
sult in the most productive economic system, maximizing consumer satis
faction, so, in the pluralist model, the free competition of interest groups 
produces a result that approximates the general public interest. 

While this logic has a certain plausibility in many circumstances, it re
mains flawed as a general account of the matter. This is so because some 
sets of people are in fact underrepresented or not represented at all in the 
free market of interest groups. Some sets of people are particularly weak 
or difficult to organize—homeless people, migrant farm laborers, and in 
general the most poor, powerless, and needy members of society. Con
versely, groups representing the more affluent members of society are 
likely to be better organized and better financed, and thus more effective. 
Accordingly, the result of free pressure group activity is likely to be a pol
icy outcome biased in favor of upper-income groups. 

3. The class rule model: Of course this is what a Marxist would expect. 
Carrying the preceding criticism of the pluralist model a step further, in 
the Marxist analysis it is a coalition of interest groups representing the 
lords of the economy, those who control the factories and the banks, that in 
effect gives orders to legislators and public officials. In this view the appa
ratus of constitutional democracy merely conceals the ultimate reality that 
in a capitalist system the capitalist class is in control. In general, after all 
"the state is the executive committee of the ruling class." 

There is certainly a great deal of truth in this insight. Any government 
operating within the context of a capitalist economy must take care not to 
undermine the premises of the system—that is, it must maintain investor 
confidence, not allow a chain reaction of bank failures to begin, try to 
avoid a total crash of the stock market, and so on. In other words, it must 
be nice to the wealthy. It is certainly true, moreover, at least of the United 
States, that the role of money in politics has become very great. Election 
campaigns are extremely costly and officeholders are inhibited about of
fending large contributors to their campaign funds. 
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FOR EXAMPLE: OIL 

Through continuous public relations campaigns, powerful and well-funded 
special interests try to convince the public at large that the general public in
terest is the same as that of the pressure groups. An example of this is how the 
domestic oil industry seems to have convinced the public that there is danger 
to national security in "dependence on foreign o i l , " and that imports of oil 
should be discriminated against in various ways. It is hard to avoid the conclu
sion that this is the exact reverse of the truth; that in fact, since oil is a nonre-
newable resource, it would be in the national security interest of the United 
States to conserve domestic oil—that is, not to use it but to keep it in reserve 
against the day when shortages from abroad might be interrupted by suppliers 
for political reasons. It would thus make more sense, accordingly, to consume 
only foreign oil while it was available; this would conserve the more secure do
mestic supply. "Reducing dependence on foreign o i l , " as this concept has been 
sold to the American public and taken up by contribution-dependent pol i t i 
cians, means, in fact, using domestic sources more rapidly and hastening the 
day when they wi l l be exhausted and the United States wi l l indeed be depen
dent on foreign o i l . 

How has the U.S. Department of Energy—which, since the days of its first sec
retary, during the Carter administration, James Schlesinger, reflected the views 
and interests of energy producers—responded to this criticism? It has set up a 
"strategic petroleum reserve," consisting of vast stores of oi l , bought by the U.S. 
government and pumped into underground storage, which may be used in the 
event of an interruption of foreign supply. The principal difference between the 
maintenance of a strategic petroleum reserve of this kind and just leaving under
ground oil that has not been extracted in the first place seems to be that the oil in
dustry receives money for oil placed in the strategic reserve but would not receive 
money for oil left unexploited underground. 

4. The state autonomy model: In the pluralist conception, all interests 
compete against each other and the result is a sort of automatic balancing-
out of special interests. The state autonomy model goes further, taking the 
view that since interests exist that balance each other out, this leaves the 
state authorities, political officeholders and bureaucrats, free to act in their 
own conception of the public interest. Better put: the various interests do 
not balance each other out automatically, but can be made to do so by 
strong-minded political leaders. As against the point, for example, that 
legislators may need campaign contributions and so become beholden to 
special interests, the state autonomy model argues that so many interest 
groups exist with diverse points of view that legislators may freely make 
up their own minds how they should vote. They can then go out and fi
nance their campaigns adequately with contributions from whichever 
groups support that position, on the premise that no matter what position 
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they take there will always be some group with funds to contribute that 
will support them. Bureaucrats, similarly, are free to make independent 
decisions within their areas of discretion, since some group will object to 
whatever decision is made, in any case. 

While there is a great deal of insight in this point of view, one must bear 
in mind that bureaucrats in fact have their own interests and that an au
tonomous bureaucracy decides issues not solely in the interest of the gen
eral public. Bureaucrats have their own corporate interest as a particular 
type of pressure group wishing to defend its privileges. In addition, indi
vidual bureaucrats act on behalf of their individual careers and the main
tenance, defense, and expansion of the interests of their particular offices 
and departments. 

Interestingly enough, the possibility of state autonomy is taken account of 
in the Marxist schema. In trying to account for the phenomenon of 
Napoleon and his nephew, Napoleon III, Marx wrote that while of course 
the state is the executive committee of the ruling class, there are times of his
torical change, when one ruling class is on the decline and another, repre
senting a new economic system, is in the ascendant, during which no one 
class is dominant. Thus, for example, the rule of the feudal lords in France 
was brought to an end in 1789 by the French Revolution, but the bourgeoisie 
who were lords of the capitalist system did not establish their rule firmly 
until the late nineteenth century. This created an era during which there was 
no single dominant class, making possible the temporary autonomy of the 
state. During this era it was accordingly possible for the two Napoleons to 
rule in an arbitrary manner without reference to a ruling class. 

Similar arguments have been advanced in other contexts. The difficulty 
for Marxists has been that so many cases have needed to be explained on 
the basis of state autonomy that the instances of class rule diminish, and it 
becomes unclear whether in the whole course of history class dominance 
is the rule and state autonomy the exception, or state autonomy the rule 
and class dominance the exception. 

5. Neocorporatism: A model of the relation of interest groups to the 
state that has acquired wide currency in recent years is that of neocorpo
ratism. The older corporatism, a common way of treating the state in me
dieval Catholic thought, was that the state was like a body, with the 
monarch at its head, so that it was unreasonable to expect everyone to 
have equal rights and duties, just as the different parts of the body per
form different functions but work together for the good of the whole. 
The neo- (or "new") corporatist approach is that interest groups are not 
like firms in the free market competing freely with each other. Instead, 
interest groups are built into the machinery of government itself. This is 
an important insight, throwing into relief aspects of the functioning of 
the modern state that might otherwise have been ignored. In the neocor-
poratist model, interest groups are guaranteed regular institutionalized 
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access to the decision-making process, in effect becoming part of it. In the 
United States, before Congress acts, the relevant congressional commit
tee will solicit testimony from affected interests in order to learn their 
points of view. By law, the Food and Drug Administration has to circu
late to the pharmaceutical companies drafts of proposed regulations and 
take into account their comments before it can make the regulations 
final. In Europe, it is very common to require by statute that the minister 
solicit and take into account the opinion of advisory bodies and commis
sions before making his or her own recommendations or before drafting 
legislation. 

There has developed something of a controversy among specialists in 
West European politics in recent years over whether the neocorporatist 
or the pluralist model more accurately describes the actual situation. The 
upshot of that controversy seems to be that the different models describe 
the situation under different governments. For example, in its early years 
the Thatcher government in Britain made clear its dislike of the neocor
poratist arrangements that had evolved under previous governments— 
the advisory commissions, the regular luncheons with representatives of 
the trade unions, and so on—and as a result relations between govern
ment and interest groups moved decisively in a more pluralist direction. 
The various advisory boards and commissions had been known in 
Britain by the quaint acronym "quangos," for quasi-autonomous non
governmental organizations. Mrs. Thatcher's abolition of large quanti
ties of these advisory groups became referred to as her "quangocide." 
Later in her government she drifted back in a neocorporatist direction, 
however. 

Thus it seems to be that different models of the role of interest groups 
describe reality more accurately at some times and in some places, and 
others at other times and in other places. This is true, in fact, of competing 
theories of how the world works; they may each be true enough of a lim
ited range of the data, while a general formulation that would include 
them all might be too general to be helpful. 

NOTE 

1. Actually, the Fourth Republic changed its electoral system several times. It is 
a good example of multipartyism, though not necessarily of proportional repre
sentation. 

KEY TERMS 

first past the post multiparty system 
proportional representation single-member majority system 
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prime minister pluralist model 

party discipline state autonomy model 

interest groups neocorporatism 

lobbying 
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THE LIVING CONSTITUTION 

A country's constitution is the set of rules governing how its institutions 
function. Americans typically conceive of a country's constitution as 
being contained in a single document. This is never altogether true, how
ever. In practice, each country has a "living constitution," the actual way 
institutions work, which is both more and less than the constitutional 
document. The reality is more than the mere document, because a great 
many practices—what the British would call "conventions"—are incor
porated into constitutional practice though they find no place in the doc
ument itself. Thus, for example, for almost a century and a half after 
George Washington had left office, presidents followed his example of 
not seeking a third consecutive term. It was, in effect, part of the U.S. 
Constitution that a president would serve no more than two terms, al
though that was nowhere provided by law. Congress decided it needed 
to be written into law and took the steps necessary to do so after Franklin 
D. Roosevelt successfully defied the customary prohibition, and was re-
elected to third and fourth terms. Now that the 22nd Amendment has 
been passed it is no longer legal for a president to serve a third succes
sive term. 

On the other hand, some portions of the written document fall into dis
use. Henry Clay was elected to the Senate before he had reached the age of 
30, which the Constitution prescribes as a minimum, for example. Legisla
tors are not supposed to be appointed to "offices of honor or profit" by the 
president, to maintain the separation of powers, but senators have in fact 
accepted appointment to the U.S. delegation to the United Nations. 

Again, many of the most important constitutional practices are not 
clearly specified in the document although they are compatible with it; 
for example, the power of judicial review—that is, the authority as-
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sumed by the Supreme Court to declare that certain acts of Congress are 
incompatible with the Constitution, and thus null and void, nowhere 
appears in the written Constitution. Other practices, while not in con
tradiction of the provisions of the written Constitution, define a process 
quite different from that envisaged by the constitutional framers. The 
electoral college system for electing a U.S. president, for example, as
sumes a meeting of popular delegates in each of the state capitals to dis
cuss the merits of the various candidates and decide who will get the 
votes of the state. In current practice, of course, what determines the 
election is the popular vote, although the allocation of electoral votes to 
the different states may conceivably distort the final result. An actual 
operating constitution, then, a living constitution, has something of the 
same relation to the written document that the body has to the skeleton: 
it follows its outline, but on the basis of the skeleton alone it would not 
be possible to predict the shape and mass of the whole organism with 
complete accuracy. 

THE ELECTORAL COLLEGE 

Probably most Americans are not aware that the president of the United States 
is not elected directly by popular vote. In fact, Article II of the Constitution pro
vides that the voters of each state choose electors, who then choose the president. 
The electoral college was a compromise adopted at the Constitutional Conven
tion to break the deadlock between those who wanted direct election of the pres
ident and those who wanted indirect election, either by Congress or by the state 
legislatures. 

Each state has a number of electors equal to the number of its representatives 
in both houses of Congress; since representation in the House of Representatives 
is based on population, but each state no matter what its size has two senators, 
this means that small states are overrepresented in the electoral college. More
over, each state's votes are cast as a bloc under the so-called unit rule, so that a 
candidate receiving a majority of the popular vote in a state receives all of that 
state's electoral votes. However, because the unit rule makes the electoral vote 
of the largest states especially valuable, candidates adopt positions that wi l l ap
peal to those states, generally ignoring the smallest ones. A further peculiarity of 
the electoral college system is that if no candidate receives a majority in the elec
toral college—because there are more than two candidates—then the president is 
chosen by the House of Representatives from among the top two contenders, in 
an election in which each state has one vote. 

Normally, these distortions average out so that the winner of the popular vote 
is also the winner of the electoral vote, but there have been occasions in Ameri
can history when that did not in fact occur and the loser in the popular vote was 
the winner in the electoral college. 
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THE FUNCTIONS OF THE CONSTITUTION 

A constitution has several major functions. First, it allocates powers 
among the organs of government and indicates how those who staff 
them are to be chosen. In the second place, it specifies the limits of gov
ernment power—that is, it defines what rights citizens will have as 
against government bodies. In the third place, most of the world's con
stitutions specify in general what the policy objectives of government 
should be. The Constitution of the United States does this in a very lim
ited way in the preamble; twentieth-century constitutions typically go 
into great detail as to the objectives of policy—full employment, old-age 
pensions, guaranteed medical insurance, and the like often figuring 
prominently. In most cases these provisions are simply hortatory and not 
self-executing. 

Constitutional government is then government whose powers with re
spect to those subject to it are limited, which has a defined allocation of 
powers among different organs of government, the occupants of which 
are chosen for specified terms in a prescribed manner. Although we are 
accustomed to the existence of constitutional democracies, a constitu
tional government is not necessarily the same as a democracy. On the 
one hand, a democratic government is possible in which the power of 
the majority of the people or their representatives is not restrained, but 
extends to any matter without limit. To some extent, the democracies of 
ancient Greece were like this, and the assembly could make judicial de
cisions, confiscate property, and condemn individuals to death, with
out restraint. On the other hand, constitutional systems have existed 
that are not democracies. A constitutional monarchy may clearly define 
the relative roles of the monarch, the nobility, and the commoners, 
without providing for majority rule. The developed countries of North 
America and Western Europe today are, of course, constitutional 
democracies. 

As noted above, one function of a written constitution is to allocate 
powers and another is to specify the rights of citizens against government 
action. In fact, these two objectives complement each other, in the sense 
that one of the purposes of dividing powers among different organs of 
government is that none of them become strong enough to tyrannize over 
individuals. It was made clear in the brilliantly argued Federalist papers 
that this was a leading purpose of the U.S. Constitution. The bulk of the 
legislative power was given to the Congress and the bulk of the executive 
power was given to the president, but each organ checks the other in the 
discharge of its functions, so that the president's assent to legislation is 
needed, as is Senate confirmation of the president's appointment of judges 
and ambassadors. 
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THE FEDERALIST PAPERS 

In the effort to persuade public opinion of the desirability of the ratification of 
the U.S. Constitution, three of the Founding Fathers of the U.S. government— 
Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay—wrote a series of articles in 
The Independent Journal of New York City, which were published during late 1787 
and early 1788 over the signature "Publius." The collected papers have become a 
classic of political thought, transcending the circumstances that called them forth. 

The majority of the papers were written by Alexander Hamilton, but the most 
profound were the work of James Madison, whose mastery of a vast range of data 
and whose penetrating insights qualify him to be considered America's first polit
ical scientist. 

The article with the most lasting value is probably Federalist No. 10, written by 
Madison. The ultimate reason for different political groups, wrote Madison, is the 
unequal distribution of property, which gives rise to different economic interests 
and to the various social classes based on those interests, which are then reflected 
in political attitudes and programs. It is Utopian to think that in a civilized society, 
these interests could ever be suppressed or ignored; the only remedy is to orga
nize a political order that is broad enough to include the representation of a wide 
variety of interests, whose competitive interplay wi l l allow something approxi
mating a general interest to emerge. This point of view, so much more sophisti
cated than the Rousseauian attempt to suppress factional interests and insist on 
public-spirited virtue, which was shortly to animate the thinking of the French 
Revolution and to lead to its downfal l , has always provided the most hopeful 
basis for a reasonable politics in the United States. 

Moreover, the different organs of government were given different con
stituencies so that they were unlikely to be all dominated by the same set 
of interests, and the rivalries and divergences of interest of their separate 
constituencies would induce them to watch jealously each other's exer
cise of power, thus ensuring that no organ became too powerful. In fact, 
in the United States the division and restraining of power, the checking 
and balancing, often becomes excessive, so that it is generally easier to 
block action than to take action, with the result that a great many abuses 
of various kinds continue to exist without the policymaking machinery 
being able to come to grips with them. Today, the main check on the arbi
trary action of governments is less the constitutional checks and balances 
than the existence of a competitive party system whose existence is guar
anteed by the norms of free speech, regular free elections, and indepen
dent courts. 

Today virtually all countries have written constitutions—among the 
Western countries, only Britain and Israel lack them. In the case of Britain 
this is because the system has evolved over a very long period so that 
there are various documents and pieces of legislation with constitutional 
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status, but much constitutional practice is based on tradition and cus
tom, and no single document contains all of the constitutional rules. Is
rael has no written constitution as such, since so many basic questions 
that a constitution would have to resolve would be divisive, especially 
those that would provoke battles between devout and secular Jews, that 
the country operates with constitutional provisions established by ordi
nary law. 

In cases where the basic procedures of the state are established only by 
ordinary law, they can of course be changed by ordinary law. Where a 
written constitution exists, its provisions have a special status and they can 
be changed only by extraordinary procedures. These procedures for con
stitutional amendment vary from one country to another. Sometimes they 
require passage by the legislature, but by an extraordinary majority—for 
example, a two-thirds vote, or a two-thirds vote of all members, not just 
those present at the time. Some constitutions require a popular vote on 
amendments, sometimes also qualified by an extraordinary majority. In 
federal systems the separate assent of state populations or state legisla
tures may also be required. Thus it is not possible to change basic consti
tutional procedures or principles easily or lightly. They have a special 
fundamental status that is protected by their being entrenched in this way. 
Let us now review in summary form some major questions that are taken 
up and dealt with by constitutional provision. 

CONSTITUTIONAL PRINCIPLES 

The principle of separation of powers, derived from the Esprit des Lois 
(Spirit of the Laws) of Henri Secondat, Baron Montesquieu, is embodied in 
the U.S. Constitution and those modeled on it. Its premise is that liberty is 
best protected if the powers of making rules, enforcing them, and inter
preting them are lodged in separate bodies that are separately chosen. 
These are generally known, respectively, as the legislative, executive, and 
judicial branches of government. An earlier version of the doctrine can be 
found in James Harrington's Oceana (first published 1656). In Harrington's 
version, the way to assure justice was by the same principle on which two 
boys would divide a cake into equal portions: one boy would cut the cake, 
and the other would pick which piece he wanted. This would guarantee 
the cake was cut equally, since otherwise the boy who did the cutting 
would end up with less than half. 

Montesquieu's principle was based on his understanding of how the gov
ernment of Great Britain, the government of his time that best assured the 
liberty of the individual, functioned. As seems to be the case with all such in
terpretations of the British system, it was not completely accurate. More
over, the British system, which has evolved continuously, has changed since 
Montesquieu's eighteenth century and is now a totally different kind of sys-



110 Identity, Interest, and Ideology 

tern, although it nevertheless continues to assure individual liberty as well 
as it did, more or less, back then. The separation of powers principle, how
ever, was a very good way of limiting the power of a hereditary monarch. 

The history of the evolution of British constitutional practice can be un
derstood, albeit with some oversimplification, as the story of the steady re
duction of the powers of a hereditary monarch from the days when he or 
she was all-powerful, until today, when the monarch herself is only a fig
urehead virtually without independent powers. During the eighteenth 
century, this process had evolved to the point that the division of power 
between the monarch and the Parliament could be described in the terms 
Montesquieu used. Of course, this was also the period in which the U.S. 
Constitution was being drafted and adopted, so it is not surprising that it 
is based approximately on the British practice of the time and justified by 
reference to the interpretations of Montesquieu. 

Another principle embodied in the U.S. Constitution is that of checks and 
balances, which is sometimes confused with the principle of separation of 
powers. The checks and balances of the U.S. Constitution are partly based 
on the separation of powers but in part contradict it. That is, the premise of 
the separation of powers doctrine is that each power will be assigned to a 
different agency; the doctrine of checks and balances implies that each 
agency cannot exercise its power in complete freedom but is checked by 
another organ of government; this in turn implies that part of the power in 
that category is shared in another organ. 

Specifically, for example, while Congress has the power to legislate, the 
U.S. Constitution has in practice given the power of veto to the president. 
Thus, in effect, the president constitutes a third house of the legislature, 
and Congress does not have all of the legislative power. Similarly, the au
thority to make appointments to implement the laws is presumably part of 
the executive power, and indeed the president appoints cabinet officers 
and ambassadors. They must nevertheless be confirmed by the Senate, 
which appears to give a legislative body some executive power. 

The judiciary is of course a separate branch of government, and it is 
clear that a free political system could not survive if either the executive or 
the legislature had the power to tell a court how it had to decide a case. 
Nevertheless, in the U.S. system the president appoints federal judges and 
he may take into account their views, including their political views, in 
making such an appointment. Moreover, it is not out of the question that 
judges might have their career interests in securing promotion to a higher 
judicial office in mind when they make judicial decisions that have politi
cal implications. There is clearly a case to be made here that with respect to 
the judiciary the U.S. Constitution does not go far enough in assuring a 
separation of powers. Some other countries make a greater effort to insu
late the judiciary from political influence—for example, providing a sepa
rate, hopefully nonpolitical, body to control the appointment and selection 
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of judges. In Colombia, for example, the Supreme Court, and not the pres
ident, makes appointments of judges to inferior courts. 

The decisions made by judges may, on occasion, have political implica
tions. This is particularly so in the United States since Chief Justice John 
Marshall asserted the authority of the Supreme Court to strike down laws 
that conflicted with the Constitution, which proclaims itself to be the 
supreme law of the land and therefore takes priority over ordinary legis
lation with which it is in conflict. This power of judicial review of legislation 
exists quite generally in countries with written constitutions, and indeed 
many modern constitutions establish a separate court in addition to their 
supreme court, specifically to hear constitutional questions. However, 
most courts are circumspect about striking down legislation and will gen
erally make every effort not to do so, limiting the validity of their decisions 
solely to the specific case at hand, or deciding the case on narrow grounds 
that do not call into question the legislation itself. 

The independence of the judiciary is a necessary feature of any political 
system that pretends to the status of a constitutional democracy, or indeed 
simply to that of a civilized society. The separation of powers between ex
ecutive and legislature, however, is clearly not a necessity for a successful 
constitutional democracy. The evolution of the British political system has 
in fact brought it to where it is characterized by a fusion of powers rather 
than a separation. Britain today has what is known as a parliamentary sys
tem, under which the head of government is a prime minister who is the 
leader of the party or coalition of parties that has a majority in the legisla
ture, and is himself or herself a member of that body. Members of the cab
inet, who are selected by the prime minister, are also members of the 
parliament. This is in contrast to the separation of powers in the presiden
tial system, under which normally cabinet members cannot be at the same 
time members of the legislative body. 

A feature of a parliamentary system is that there is a separation of the 
roles of head of state and head of government. The head of state is the cere
monial representative of the state—in Britain, the king or queen—who 
presides on great state occasions, makes formal speeches, and confers 
awards and titles. The head of government is the active initiator and coor
dinator of policy, the elected political leader who represents a particular 
party and political viewpoint. The head of state, on the other hand, must 
remain nonpartisan and politically uncommitted. In a presidential system 
the two roles are combined in the same person. 

CENTRAL/LOCAL RELATIONS 

States whose population varies a great deal in language, religion, or cul
ture from one area to another often find it advisable to recognize such dif
ferences by allowing different regions a certain degree of autonomy. When 
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provisions for autonomy are constitutionally guaranteed, the system may 
be a federal one. In & federal system, the regional or provincial authorities 
are directly elected by the local populations, and not appointed by the cen
tral government. These state governments (provinces in Canada, cantons 
in Switzerland) have powers of their own and a distinct sphere of author
ity guaranteed them by the constitution. 

The alternative to a federal system is a unitary system, in which local 
governments may have powers of their own, but these can be taken away, 
and the local governments themselves can be abolished, or regional juris
dictions divided or consolidated, at the wish of the central government. 
In Great Britain, which has a unitary system in which counties are the 
next level of government below the national level, during the prime min-
isterships of the Conservative leaders Edward Heath and Margaret 
Thatcher, county lines were redrawn, with some counties and special 
metropolitan jurisdictions being created or abolished. In the United 
States, on the other hand, specific areas of jurisdiction are reserved to the 
states, as are allocations of powers that can't be changed by ordinary law 
but only by constitutional amendment or new judicial interpretations of 
the Constitution. 

In practice, although legally a unitary central government can redraw 
local boundary lines and abolish provincial authorities, normally the ex
istence of traditional local governments is respected. At the same time, in 
a federal system the central government may exceed its traditional pow
ers at the expense of the state governments despite the constitutional 
provisions. This was certainly what happened in the United States dur
ing the Depression, when the government of Franklin D. Roosevelt de
cided that in order to meet the country's economic needs effectively, it 
had to act in areas traditionally reserved to the states. At first, the U.S. 
Supreme Court struck down such acts of Congress passed at the urging 
of the Roosevelt administration. But after President Roosevelt developed 
a scheme that would have expanded the size of the Supreme Court and 
given him authority to appoint new justices (the so-called court packing 
scheme), a key justice, Owen Roberts, changed his views and the new 
Supreme Court majority voted in a series of cases to allow a shift in the 
balance of power between the federal government and the states to 
occur, even though the court packing plan was unpopular and was 
dropped by the president. 

Different federal systems draw the lines between federal and state au
thority in different ways. The German Federal Republic has a particularly 
interesting type of federalism, in which most laws, both state and federal, 
are administered by the state governments. They also collect both state 
and federal taxes, while state courts hear cases arising under both state 
and federal law. State administration of federal law is supervised by fed
eral authorities, while federal courts hear appeals from state courts. 
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GERMAN FEDERALISM 

The particular characteristics of German federalism, like other features of the 
German constitution, show the effects of compromise between different fac
tions and among different approaches to government, and also the influence of 
historical circumstances peculiar to Germany. The upper house of the federal 
legislature, the Federal Council (Bundesrat) is neither equal in power to the 
Federal Assembly (Bundestag) nor totally without power; its decisions can be 
overridden by the Federal Assembly, but only by a larger majority than the vote 
against the legislation in the Federal Council. That is, legislation defeated by a 
51 percent vote in the Council needs to have a two-thirds vote in its favor in the 
Assembly for the Council veto to be overridden. A state's representatives in the 
upper house are not elected, but are appointed by the state governor. That 
means they actually represent the views of the state government, unlike repre
sentatives in the U.S. Senate, each of whom interprets his or her mandate to 
represent the state however he or she wishes. In a compromise between equal
ity and proportionality, a state has no more than five representatives in the Bun
desrat no matter how large, and no fewer than three representatives, no matter 
how small. 

In both administrative and judicial areas, there is integration between the state 
and federal governments. The state governments administer both state and fed
eral law, although they are supervised by the federal ministries; whi le state 
courts can hear cases arising under both state and federal law, but appeals can 
be made from them to federal courts. This is unlike the situation in the United 
States, which has separate structures to administer and adjudicate state and fed
eral matters. 

THE RULE OF LAW 

In constitutional states, the rule of law prevails. This means principally 
that everyone, no matter what his or her rank, is subject to the law; that 
courts will be independent of political control; and that established proce
dures, known beforehand, will be followed. This last provision is referred 
to in the U.S. Constitution as "due process of law." It includes, in the 
United States, such rules as that persons cannot be prosecuted for an act 
that was made criminal by laws passed after they committed the act; that 
everyone accused of a crime is entitled to trial by a jury; that accused per
sons shall normally be allowed to be free until the date of their trials sub
ject to their depositing a reasonable sum of money ("bail") that they forfeit 
if they do not appear for trial; that evidence can only be gathered in certain 
fair ways, including that an individual cannot be forced to confess to a 
crime. While the specific procedural rules differ in different jurisdictions, 
the basic ideas of fairness and due process remain constant. 

In fact, the ideal of the rule of law is never fully complied with, any
where, but in many countries the degree of compliance is quite high, and 
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in any case the situation is vastly preferable to that in countries in which 
no pretense of having a rule of law is made—despite the fact that every
where people of high status are normally treated more leniently than peo
ple of low status in terms of race and income. 

A difficulty is that the purpose of the protections of individual rights 
represented by the rule of law is often not generally understood by the 
population, so that there is often public support for violations of rights or 
for politicians who promise to curb "abusers" of such rights. For example, 
majorities frequently feel that someone arrested for a crime is bound to be 
guilty and any evidence gathered against him or her, no matter by what 
methods, perhaps even evidence faked or concocted, should be used to 
convict. Under the rule of law, of course, the person must be presumed in
nocent unless and until his or her guilt is proved by established methods. 
Testimony against oneself cannot be compelled, since this would legalize 
confessions forced by torture or beating. Not only would the truth of such 
confessions be naturally suspect, but who would want to live in a system 
in which the police were allowed to use forcible measures of this kind? 
Similarly, evidence obtained, let us say, by police burglary of a private res
idence may indeed prove that someone is guilty of a crime; but methods 
such as these are outlawed because civilized societies do not want to en
courage police to commit burglaries. 

Countries differ with respect to whether specific practices are forbid
den or not; for example, most but not all countries have abolished the 
death penalty, believing that it is in itself a savage practice; and that if an 
error is made and an innocent person convicted, which sometimes hap
pens, it is not possible to bring the executed person back to life when 
new evidence emerges, or someone other than the person found guilty 
confesses. 

CIVIL LIBERTIES AND EMERGENCY POWERS 

The civil liberties that are guaranteed in constitutional systems— 
rights such as freedom of speech, of the press, and of assembly—are not 
only desirable in themselves, but represent necessary practices if a de
mocratic constitutional system is to function. If free elections are to be 
held it is necessary for the press to be free to criticize officeholders, for 
parties to organize and hold meetings, for public discussion to take 
place in which government figures are criticized. Again, often the pub
lic does not understand the necessity for these provisions and supports 
attempts made to limit unpopular speech. Of course, it is precisely un
popular and outrageous speech that needs to be protected; conformist 
truisms, patriotic oratory, and government propaganda hardly need 
legal protection. 
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Nevertheless, extraordinary circumstances arise, such as in cases of 
rebellion or invasion, in which it is temporarily not feasible to follow nor
mal procedures, but it may instead appear necessary to jail people with
out immediate indictment or release on bail, situations in other words 
that call for the suspension of constitutional protections for a short time. 
Now obviously provisions for emergency procedures are subject to abuse, 
and it is critical that constitutions that include provisions for emergency 
powers, state of siege, and martial law also include careful safeguards 
against a permanent dictatorship being erected under cover of the emer
gency provisions. For example, in Paraguay the president may declare an 
emergency, but it can last only for ninety days. With only brief exceptions, 
for the thirty-five years that General Alfredo Stroessner remained in 
power, he simply declared a new state of siege every ninety days, on the 
expiration of the old one, thus making a permanent dictatorship ostensi
bly legal. The provision contained no effective safeguard against its 
abuse. 

Article 16 of the constitution of the French Fifth Republic, which es
sentially reproduces article 48 of the constitution of the Weimar Republic 
of Germany (1919-33), provides that the president may declare an emer
gency and then take any measures, including issuing decrees with the 
force of law, that he thinks necessary. Clearly, this provides a loophole for 
a legal presidential dictatorship. Although as the leader of the largest 
single party in the Reichstag he might well have come to power without 
it, this provision in the Weimar Constitution played its part in the 
process that brought Hitler to power. [Note: Hitler came to power as 
chancellor, or prime minister, not as president.] 

Various limitations can be placed on emergency powers so as to bring 
them under constitutional control. The ancient Romans placed an auto
matic limit of six months on an emergency dictatorship. The dictator 
had to render accounts to justify his actions, subsequent to his term of 
office, and he could be prosecuted if his actions were thought not justi
fiable; and if he retained dictatorial power past the end of the six-month 
period he became an outlaw and could legally be killed by anyone. Less 
drastic safeguards in present-day constitutions seem effective. In Costa 
Rica, a presidential declaration of a state of siege is automatically a call 
for the Legislative Assembly to meet within forty-eight hours and vote 
either to confirm the state of siege or to end it. In Germany today, the 
president, who is primarily a figurehead head of state, can declare an 
emergency, but only on the request of the chancellor; after an emergency 
has been declared the chancellor does not need to secure the approval of 
the Federal Assembly for emergency measures, but must still get the 
approval of the Federal Council, the upper house in the two-chamber 
legislature. 
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THE GERMAN FEDERAL PRESIDENT 

The Federal Republic has a parliamentary system, so the key governmental 
leader is the chancellor, who is elected by the Federal Assembly. The formal 
head of state (the equivalent of the British monarch), whose picture appears on 
coins and postage stamps, the president is not totally a figurehead, but has one 
or two residual powers that can be used in unusual situations. If no candidate 
for chancellor receives an absolute majority of the Federal Assembly vote, the 
president has the option of appointing the candidate who received a plurality 
of the votes, or dissolving the assembly and holding new elections. If the chan
cellor cannot get a majority of the assembly for a piece of legislation he regards 
as urgent, he can ask the president to declare a state of legislative emergency. If 
the president agrees to do so, then the bil l can become law without the ap
proval of the assembly if it is passed by a majority of the upper house, the Fed
eral Council, which represents the state governments. Both of these provisions 
were designed to deal with the kinds of crises that occurred in the late 1920s 
and early 1930s, under the first German Republic, and were associated with the 
rise of Adolf Hitler, without opening the way for the kind of abuse of power by 
the president that occurred at that time under a much more permissive consti
tution. 

The Federal president is elected by a special electoral college consisting of the 
members of the Federal Assembly plus an equal number of representatives 
elected by the state legislatures. This is designed to see that the president is nei
ther a puppet of the chancellor, as he might be if elected only by the assembly, 
nor a powerful figure likely to threaten the authority of the chancellor, as he might 
be if elected by direct popular vote. So far, the system has worked more or less as 
it was intended to work. 

KEY TERMS 

head of government 
federal system 
unitary system 
rule of law 
state of siege 

Bundestag (Federal Assembly) 

Bundesrat (Federal Council) 

chancellor 

living constitution 
constitutional government 
separation of powers 
checks and balances 
judicial review 
presidential system 
parliamentary system 
head of state 
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Almost all constitutional democra
cies in the world today have either parliamentary or presidential systems, 
with the exceptions of the Swiss collegial executive, in which there is no sin
gle president but the cabinet of ministers exercises the functions of the 
presidency; and of some hybrid forms that attempt to combine parliamen
tary and presidential features. While each political system has its own spe
cific characteristics, there is nevertheless a logic to how parliamentary and 
presidential systems work. Although the two logical structures are quite 
different from each other, ironically both systems originated in the British 
political system. The presidential system is based on the model of British 
government as it existed in the sixteenth century, before the king had lost 
all of his power; the parliamentary system is based on the model of nine
teenth-century Britain, after the monarch had become mostly a figurehead. 
(Table 8.1 lists the U.S. presidents in the twentieth century.) 

THE LOGIC OF THE PARLIAMENTARY SYSTEM 

In its most simple form, the parliamentary system works as follows. 
The voters choose representatives to the national legislature. Any 
method of election is compatible with a parliamentary system, although 
the system operates somewhat differently under two-party and multi
party circumstances. Use of the single-member-district plurality system 
in Britain leads to a predominantly two-party configuration, in which a 
single party normally enjoys an absolute majority of seats in the House 
of Commons. 

The leader of the majority party (or coalition) then becomes head of gov
ernment. In Britain the term used for this office is prime minister, in West 
Germany chancellor, in France and Spain president of the Council of Min-



120 Identity, Interest, and Ideology 

Table 8.1 
Twentieth-Century Presidents of the United States 

1901-1909 

1909-1913 

1913-1921 

1921-1923 

1923-1929 

1929-1933 

1933-1945 

1945-1953 

1953-1961 

1961-1963 

1963-1969 

1969-1974 

1974-1977 

1977-1981 

1981-1989 

1989-1993 

1993-

Theodore Roosevelt 

William Howard Taft 

Woodrow Wilson 

Warren G. Harding 

Calvin Coolidge 

Herbert Hoover 

Franklin D. Roosevelt 

Harry S. Truman 

Dwight D. Eisenhower 

John F. Kennedy 

Lyndon B. Johnson 

Richard M. Nixon 

Gerald R. Ford 

Jimmy Carter 

Ronald Reagan 

George Bush 

William Clinton 

isters. In West Germany the head of government is actually elected by the 
Federal Assembly, in France he or she is designated by the president and 
then approved by the National Assembly; in Great Britain the monarch 
simply appoints whoever is the recognized leader of the majority. These 
variations don't affect the nature of the office, which is leader of a cabinet 
representing the majority party or coalition. 

Collectively, a prime minister and his or her cabinet set policy and guide 
the work of the legislature. Individually (except in Sweden, where the civil 
service is autonomous), they administer the various departments of gov
ernment, exerting political control over the civil service and overseeing the 
implementation of the government's program. 

This model has a great many strengths. The system is democratic in that 
everything flows ultimately from the choice made by the voter. It is sim
ple, easy to understand, and easy to follow; there are no separate elections 
of executive and two houses of the legislature, no division of powers so 
that no one is quite sure who was responsible for a given policy, no possi
bility of arguing at the next election "We wanted to implement that policy, 
but we couldn't get a legislative majority." Problems can be dealt with in 
a straightforward, efficient, and timely way. 
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HEAD OF STATE AND HEAD OF GOVERNMENT 

The logic of the parliamentary system implies other features and prac
tices. There is a separation between the roles of head of government and 
head of state, which in a presidential system are filled by the same person. 
Following the British model, parliamentary systems have a head of state, 
either a monarch or a figurehead president, who represents the state for 
ceremonial purposes but who also has the function of designating or rati
fying the choice of prime minister. In Britain, as in other predominantly 
two-party systems, this is not normally a significant role since it is known 
in advance who the leader of each party is and therefore who will become 
prime minister if the party wins a majority in the general election. In a 
multiparty system where a coalition government must be formed, how
ever, it may be that several possible alternative coalitions might command 
a majority. Under such circumstances, typically the head of state asks a 
leader of one of the major parties to serve as the prime minister-desig
nate—that is, to sound out the leaders of the various parties to see if it 
would be possible to put together a coalition under his or her leadership. 
Since several people might be able to command a majority under these cir
cumstances, there may be an advantage in becoming the first one to make 
the necessary inquiries, which gives some significance to the president's 
power to designate a prime minister. 

If the head of state is a monarch, obviously he or she inherits the po
sition. Where the head of state is president of a republic, however, con
stitution-makers need to devote a considerable amount of thought to 
how that person will be chosen. The difficulty is that if a figurehead 
president is to be elected by popular vote, different parties, in seeking to 
win the election, may feel it necessary to put forward their strongest 
candidate. If a candidate of this type is elected with a large popular ma
jority, it will be hard for him or her to be contented with merely a fig
urehead role, and conversely easy to argue that as a strong popular 
choice he or she should be the dominant figure in the government and 
not simply a figurehead. For a long time, in fact, the French were afraid 
to have a constitution providing for a popularly elected head of state, 
since on the only occasion before 1958 on which that was tried, at the 
formation of the Second Republic in 1850, the first president elected 
turned out to be Louis Napoleon Bonaparte, the nephew of Napoleon, 
who had no qualification for office except his name, and who soon 
staged a coup and proclaimed himself Emperor Napoleon III. After 
Napoleon III was overthrown as a result of the French defeat in war 
with Prussia in 1870, the leaders of the Third Republic were careful, 
after some initial difficulties, to try to pick presidents who would serve 
only as figureheads. The president was elected not by the people but by 
the politicians of the National Assembly, who were careful to pick some-
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body who would not try to encroach on their prerogatives, very often a 
distinguished but aging and feeble individual. Georges Clemenceau, 
the great Radical leader and prime minister during World War I, said "I 
always vote for the stupidest." 

CABINET AND PARLIAMENT 

Although ministers are individually responsible for the administration 
of the department of government they head, and are expected to resign if 
that department is guilty of serious errors, the cabinet as a whole is collec
tively responsible for the overall character of government policy. In Britain 
a minister may have opposed the adoption of a particular government 
policy in cabinet meetings, but once it has been adopted he or she is ex
pected to stand by it and defend it in public if necessary. This is felt to be a 
necessary aspect of party discipline. The government cannot be expected 
to be backed by a solid majority of the assembly if it is itself split over pol
icy questions. 

The civil service is supposed to play a nonpolitical and impartial role, in 
that it must carry out the policies of whichever political party has a ma
jority. Just as the government is united, in a two-party system the major
ity opposition party is similarly united in that it also fought the election 
as a disciplined party behind a coherent platform that it was pledged to 
implement if victorious. In Britain, the opposition forms a "shadow cabi
net," each member of which "shadows" one of the government minis
ters—that is, has the responsibility of leading the opposition's criticism of 
government conduct in that particular policy area. The Leader of the Op
position stands ready to assume the prime minister's role if members of 
the government majority sufficient to swing the balance of power should 
come over to the opposition. This has not occurred in Britain in recent 
times, but did occur in the German Federal Republic in 1982, when the 
liberal Free Democratic Party abandoned its alliance with the Social Dem
ocrats and brought the Christian Democrats to power, with Helmut Kohl 
as chancellor. 

If there are two chambers to the legislature, normally the government 
will be responsible only to one. Being responsible to two different cham
bers, possibly with different political complexions, makes cabinet govern
ment extremely difficult, as the experiences of the French Third Republic, 
which tried to operate in that fashion, demonstrated. 

If the cabinet loses its majority in Parliament, as demonstrated for ex
ample by the passage of a vote of no confidence, the prime minister and 
cabinet should resign and the head of state may then appoint a new prime 
minister and cabinet to represent the new majority; alternatively, the prime 
minister may take the view that his or her government and policy are still 
supported by a majority of the electorate and, instead of resigning, may re-
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quest the head of state to call new elections that will either confirm the in
cumbent in office or give the majority to someone else. That is, the prime 
minister may appeal the vote of a majority of the present Parliament to the 
decision of the majority of the next Parliament. The basic norm still holds 
that the government cannot function without the support of a parliamen
tary majority. 

These are the essentials of the parliamentary system, the components of 
the logical mechanism. There are other features of the British system that 
are extraneous to the model, which happen to be present in Britain but do 
not need to be copied by other countries trying to implement a parliamen
tary system. For example, there are survivals of an older political system 
that have not been abolished—the hereditary monarchy, the partially 
hereditary House of Lords. The single-member-district plurality system of 
electing members of the British parliament is not a necessary part of a par
liamentary system, and other parliamentary systems function on the basis 
of proportional representation. However, the parliamentary model does 
work more smoothly, providing a clearer choice of alternatives and a 
clearer resolution of issues, if the electoral system helps to promote two-
partyism. 

THE DISADVANTAGES OF THE PARLIAMENTARY SYSTEM 

A discussion of the disadvantages of the parliamentary system, then, 
must begin with the observation that if many parties are represented in the 
legislature, a parliamentary system will depend on coalition-building. 
Coalitions are likely to be unstable, depending for their success as they do 
on the agreement of many centers of decision-making; moreover, they give 
excessive weight to small parties. 

A disadvantage of the parliamentary system even where a single party 
enjoys a stable majority in the legislature is that it overloads members of 
the cabinet with responsibilities. They are typically members of Parlia
ment, and must run for election in districts and represent their con
stituents, for example, in complaints against the bureaucracy; they must 
keep in touch with local district opinion, and hold office hours in the dis
trict. As leaders of their party in the subject matter field of their responsi
bilities, they must also take a major role in parliamentary debates, in 
public speeches, and in interviews with the press. As members of the cab
inet they must participate in the formation of overall policy and also serve 
on cabinet committees that deal with policy subfields. At the same time, as 
ministers for individual departments they supervise the operations of the 
permanent civil servants in that department, who have their own concerns 
and objectives that are not necessarily those of the party in power. 

In view of the variety and sheer weight of these responsibilities, it is not 
surprising to find cabinet ministers who neglect important parts of their 
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duties. Staff members may take care of many of the functions related to the 
constituency, and some of those dealing with parliamentary debate. More 
important, many cabinet members do not participate fully in the setting of 
overall policy, confining themselves to matters affecting their own depart
ments; and yet it has been estimated that half of the members of the British 
cabinet exercise only marginal influence in their departments, which are 
essentially run by the senior civil servants. Very commonly, the minister 
simply adopts the "departmental point of view," becoming an advocate in 
the cabinet and to the outside world of the permanent policies of his or her 
department, as formulated by the upper civil servants. 

It might be thought that one of the disadvantages of the parliamentary 
system, in its British form, is that it concentrates power excessively. Given 
in effect an automatic majority in the legislature, an ineffective second 
chamber, and a head of state who approves all parliamentary acts, there 
would clearly seem to exist the danger of a dictatorship by the ruling party 
or by a strong prime minister. Events in some of the former British colonies 
in Africa that have adopted a parliamentary system seem to illustrate this 
danger. In point of fact, however, most ex-British colonies that have taken 
the road of dictatorship have instead found it more convenient to switch to 
a presidential system. Apparently the separation of powers and other con
stitutional protections of a presidential system provide little effective ob
stacle to a dictatorship where a strong single party holds the reins of 
government, while a president does not face the necessity of justifying 
policies to a parliament to the same extent as a prime minister. The chief 
reason for the changeover, however, is most likely the higher status rank
ing at formal international conferences and state visits of a president, who 
is head of state as well as head of government, as compared to a prime 
minister. 

In fact the most plausible complaints of abuse of power in Great Britain 
refer not so much to the concentration of power in the hands of the major
ity party or of the cabinet as to the autonomy left to the civil service by the 
lack of effective ministerial and party control. Although the monarch has 
no power today, there are many survivals of monarchic power exercised 
by the cabinet and the civil service. The gravest threats to a regime of or
dered liberty in Britain seem not to come from the power of the cabinet 
and ruling party with relation to the Parliament as much as from infringe
ment on a free press by rules keeping official information secret, from the 
ability of the civil service and the police to operate independent of politi
cal control, and occasionally from the illicit exercise of political influence 
on the courts. It seems generally to be true that in modern political systems 
of any type, the most effective guarantees of democracy and individual 
liberty are not the form of government as such but the requirement of reg
ular elections, with their necessary implication of the tolerance of a free 
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opposition and a free press, together with guarantees for the indepen
dence of the judiciary. 

One of the curious features of parliamentary systems is that, given the 
existence of party discipline, there is commonly a feeling of ineffective
ness and alienation among members of a parliament. They feel that they 
are being marched to the division lobbies1 to vote like so much "voting 
cattle," in the German phrase, and they pine for the independent power 
of legislatures in a separation-of-powers systems. Some of this feeling of 
powerlessness is an illusion; legislatures may in fact be more important 
than they feel themselves to be. Part of their importance lies in what 
they don't do but could: by maintaining a majority for the incumbent 
government, they force it to keep within certain boundaries, to overstep 
which would provoke a revolt and its removal by majority vote of the 
parliament. They thus form a sort of silent electoral college in continu
ous session. 

They perform other valuable functions for the health of the political 
system, however. Debate in the chamber, even when a majority for the 
government is a foregone conclusion, serves to clarify issues for the pub
lic and promote general political education. In fact, one of the striking fea
tures of a parliamentary system, as opposed to a presidential one, is the 
way that the entire political life of the country is focused on the legisla
ture. The lead stories on the front pages of the newspapers have to do 
with the previous day's debates. New policy initiatives are usually 
announced in the chamber and not to news conferences or television au
diences. Questionable policies are not put through without public aware
ness or discussion because the opposition party is intimidated by the high 
popularity ratings of a president, as sometimes occurs in the United 
States. In a parliamentary system an opposition exists whose job it is to 
mar shall the best arguments that can be made against the government's 
policies, day after day. 

A parliament is also a place where new recruits to political activity 
are socialized into the system, are trained, are able to show off their tal
ents and have their strengths and weaknesses spotted, and in general 
are scouted by the leadership for future positions of leadership them
selves. 

Finally, of course, the members perform services for their constituents 
whose importance should not be underestimated in these days of om
nipresent bureaucracy and overwhelming red tape. This is a function com
plained of by parliamentarians but jealously guarded by them, so that 
when a special official empowered to investigate alleged abuses of the bu
reaucracy has been appointed (usually known by the Swedish term "om
budsman") parliamentarians have typically insisted he or she be able to 
act only at the request of a member of parliament. 
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OMBUDSMAN 

The original ombudsman, or chancellor of justice, was a Swedish official given 
a roving commission to investigate complaints of government abuse of the rights 
of citizens, and to institute proceedings to remedy the situation if he found the 
complaint well-grounded. The ombudsman is placed outside the regular admin
istrative chain of command so that he or she can be free to pursue the investiga
tion no matter where it leads. 

Although the institution of ombudsman had existed for 200 years in Sweden, it 
was not until the twentieth century that it began to be copied elsewhere. Some
times officials of this type, whose powers differ somewhat from country to coun
try, are called ombudsman, as in New Zealand; in Britain and Germany, the term 
"parliamentary commissioner" is used. Somewhat similar powers are wielded in 
Chile and Costa Rica by the controller-general. 

The point is that modern governments have become so complex and ad
ministrative officials so enmeshed in bureaucratic procedures that is it some
times necessary to have someone whose authority can cut across established 
administrative lines in order to act effectively on behalf of an individual citi
zen. Because this role is also played by elected representatives who do not 
wish to abandon it and the political support it can generate, in Britain and 
elsewhere the parliamentary commissioner acts only if asked to do so by a 
lawmaker. 

THE PRESIDENTIAL SYSTEM 

The presidential system is the principal alternative to the parliamentary 
system among democratic countries in the world today. It owes its origins 
to the attempt by the founding fathers of the American Constitution to 
adapt the British political tradition as it existed in the eighteenth century 
to the realities of life in the new republic they were trying to form. Their 
objective was to create a government more effective than what had existed 
under the Articles of Confederation (1781-89)—which had loosely tied to
gether the former British colonies after the success of the Revolution—but 
in which power would not be subject to the kind of abuse they had expe
rienced when the colonies were ruled by George III. Like many political 
products, the U.S. Constitution was a compromise—in this case between 
those more concerned to make the new federal government a strong pro
moter of economic progress and those concerned that it would create a 
concentration of power dangerous to local and individual liberties. As was 
pointed out in Chapter 7, the principles on the basis of which the compro
mise was worked out are known as the separation of powers and checks 
and balances. 

The development of the principle of the separation of powers, like other 
doctrines believed in by human beings, can be explained either logically— 
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that is, as a rational solution to an intellectual problem—or genetically—as 
an outgrowth of the events that preceded it at a particular time in history. 
The logical basis for the separation of powers was the theory developed by 
Baron Montesquieu that was discussed in Chapter 7. The genetic, or histor
ical, mode of understanding the separation of powers is that it was a way 
of describing what was assumed to be the satisfactory division of responsi
bilities in British constitutional practice between the monarch, Parliament, 
and the courts that had been arrived at in the course of the evolution of the 
British political system to the second half of the eighteenth century. 

As was mentioned previously, England had been evolving away from a 
situation in which the monarch had all power toward, ultimately, a situa
tion in which the monarch had no power to speak of and all power was 
wielded, in principle, by the representatives of the people in Parliament. 
During the second half of the eighteenth century a middle point in this 
evolution had been reached, in which the monarch still retained some im
portant powers, although a substantial portion of them had passed to the 
legislature. 

In order to maintain the separation of executive and legislature, to see 
that one is not dependent on the will of the other, it is necessary that they 
be separately elected. Clearly, if the executive were to be chosen by the leg
islature, as is more or less the case in a parliamentary system, it could be 
controlled by the legislature and the separation of powers would be inef
fective. (In fact, the relationship is reversed: if the cabinet is chosen by the 
legislature, then it tries to control the legislature.) Thus in a presidential 
system, the president and the legislature are elected by different con
stituencies for terms of different lengths, which ensures that even if they 
respond to the wishes of the same electorate, it is an electorate animated 
by different moods at different times, and their political complexion will 
be different. 

The system is organized so that presidents do not need a majority in the 
legislature in order to discharge their functions (although it is certainly 
helpful to have such a majority); a president need not resign if he or she 
lacks a legislative majority, but continues to serve till the end of the four-
year term. This means also that there is no difficulty in having two houses 
of a legislature each with significant powers. In a parliamentary system 
this would create an extremely difficult situation, as the cabinet would 
have to be responsible to two different masters. In the United States, in 
fact, both Senate and House of Representatives can be potent bodies, in 
contrast to the normal situation in parliamentary systems, where, follow
ing the British model, the upper house, the one less directly responsive to 
the popular vote, plays only a marginal role. 

In the presidential system there is no separation of the roles of head of 
state and head of government. The president is the effective head of gov
ernment, setting policy and dominating the cabinet; but he or she is also the 
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ceremonial head of state, receiving foreign ambassadors, issuing proclama
tions, and being attended by ceremonial guards. This always seems to the 
party out of power an unnecessary and counterproductive arrangement. 
Presidents are, after all, merely politicians who got lucky. When they are at
tended by all the ceremonial trappings of head of state and become the 
symbolic representative of the nation's sovereignty, this surrounds them 
with an aura, a dignity, and a patriotic significance that make it harder to 
attack them, criticize their performance and policies, and scoff at their mis
takes. However, there is also an advantage in this arrangement so far as for
eign policy is concerned. The greater prestige and stature of a head of 
government who is also head of state strengthens the hand of the president 
somewhat in his personal relations with the heads of other governments. 

Since a presidential government does not stand or fall by its mainte
nance of a majority in the legislature, it is not necessary to enforce party 
discipline there as it is in the parliamentary system. Each legislator elected 
in a single-member district is responsible for his or her own election and 
owes relatively less to the party campaign than does a representative in a 
parliamentary system. Thus party discipline is not only less necessary in 
a presidential system, it is more difficult to achieve. This means that in a 
democratic presidential system, such as that of the United States, the as
sembly functions as a genuine legislature, making decisions as it goes 
along, defying the president's wishes from time to time, with the outcome 
of its debates often quite unpredictable. This contrasts with the function
ing of a legislature in a parliamentary system, where the government's 
projects almost always have a majority. 

The presidential-system legislature does not control the cabinet, as in 
parliamentary systems. Instead, it has its own subject matter specialists in 
the form of specialized committees, whose chairpersons may acquire an 
expertise and authority that can challenge that of the cabinet minister of 
the relevant department. 

The strengths of this system are also its weaknesses. The complexity of 
the system, the independent roles of the president and the two houses of 
legislature, the specialized committees—and then the conference commit
tees, which must reconcile different versions of a bill passed by the two 
houses—creates a series of "choke points," where it is easy to block legis
lation, or hold it hostage, passing it on only in return for some favor. This 
means that in a system of the American type it is very difficult to get legis
lation passed, and almost impossible to get it passed in exactly the form 
the government wants; which means in turn that it is difficult to meet 
problems fairly and squarely, and they tend to persist and get worse before 
anything effective is done. It is sometimes said that the United States is 
forty years behind Britain in legislating to meet specific problems. 

In addition, the fact that the system is so complicated and it is relatively 
simple to obstruct legislation promotes corruption of all kinds, such as the 
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introduction of legislative provisions that benefit only small special inter
est groups, sometimes even specific individuals, with the benefit involved 
being disguised in complex and even impenetrable language. Bills passed 
by the U.S. Congress are full of special loopholes and "hidden ball plays," 
with provisions inserted by powerful committee chairmen or subcommit
tee chairmen, or members of the conference committee, to benefit special 
interests to which they are beholden. 

The complexity of the American legislative process also contributes to 
the fact that the public is ill-informed and confused about the nature of is
sues and the positions on them of politicians and political parties. It has to 
be said that this confusion is often deliberately created by political figures 
who, in keeping with the dictates of rational action in a two-party system, 
seek always for the middle ground and try to be all things to all men. The 
ideal situation of congressmen, for example, is to be recorded on both 
sides of every issue, so that they can always point to something in their 
records in enlisting the support of whatever group they are appealing to. 
This can be done in various ways; for example, a congressman or con-
gresswoman may vote for a bill, but also for an amendment that would 
cripple it. He may vote to authorize some program, but vote against ap
propriating the funds necessary to implement it. She may speak in favor of 
some measure in general terms, but work behind the scenes against it. The 
system acts to diffuse responsibility, blur issues, and encourage dishon
esty. Under these circumstances, where so many possibilities exist of 
blocking needed changes and it is so difficult to pass reform legislation, 
the power of those already established and wealthy is enhanced. The gen
eral atmosphere of duplicity that surrounds the U.S. legislative process 
renders ironic the usual congressional criticisms of the president for con
cealing executive policies of dubious morality, legality, and even intelli
gence under the veil of national security. 

It remains true, nevertheless, that the very complexity of the system, 
the number of positions of power that it contains, mean that any interest 
can find an advocate somewhere in the system. Although the preponder
ance of power seems, perhaps as always, to lie with the established and 
wealthy, the underprivileged also have their advocates, and there is 
enough flexibility in the system, and things appear to come out right 
enough of the time, that it always seems premature to abandon hope 
completely. 

NOTE 

1. This is a British term reflecting the fact that Members of Parliament vote by 
walking past tellers into either the "aye" or "nay" lobbies situated to either side of 
the legislative chamber. 
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KEY TERMS 

collegial executive "shadow cabinet" 

cabinet House of Lords 

monarch departmental point of view 

figurehead president ombudsman 

civil service 



CHAPTER 9 

Bureaucracy 
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he study of bureaucracy—that is,  of 
workers in the civil service—has had something of a distinctive character 
within political science. The difficulty here lies in distinguishing profes
sional or vocational training for future public servants from scholarly 
analysis of what actually occurs. Clearly, if one is engaged in vocational 
training, one teaches the student the way things should be done. Engi
neers are not trained to build bridges badly, nor surgeons to botch opera
tions. Programs in public administration are concerned with teaching 
future bureaucrats how to perform competently; political scientists, on the 
other hand, are interested in what actually occurs in bureaucracies, not 
what is supposed to occur. 

THE WEBERIAN MODEL 

The great German sociologist Max Weber, more than anyone else, de
scribed the way a modern bureaucracy should ideally function. Weber's 
model of a perfectly functioning modern rational bureaucracy (what we 
have previously termed a model, he called "an ideal type") consisted of 
several elements. A rational bureaucracy is organized on a hierarchical 
basis. There are clear lines of responsibility. Every person knows to 
whom he or she reports and who reports to him or her. Jurisdictions are 
clearly defined, and responsibilities are unambiguous. The personnel of 
a rational model bureaucratic system are recruited and promoted solely 
on the basis of merit. They are admitted to the service on the basis of 
their performance on examinations—personal and family connections 
have no relevance. They are then promoted on the basis of their perfor
mance in office, as periodically evaluated by their supervisors or by con
sulting panels. After a period of probation, civil servants can be removed 

T
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only for a specific cause, and only after procedures are followed that 
fully safeguard their interests; if they appeal against their dismissal, they 
are entitled to review by a board, which must consider the evidence they 
present on their own behalf. On their retirement, civil servants receive a 
pension and perhaps other benefits. The obstacles to their arbitrary re
moval, and the guarantee of their pensions, serve the purpose of protect
ing civil servants from political interference, and enable them to perform 
their jobs impartially without fear of consequences if someone should be 
offended. 

In its norms of operation, the civil service is governed by preestablished 
rules; civil servants do not act simply as they wish, but are bound to follow 
the laws and the regulations established for the implementation of those 
laws. In applying these regulations, civil servants are impersonal, taking 
no account of the wealth or social prestige of the individuals with whom 
they deal; they are honest, fair, and nonpartisan in the discharge of their 
functions. 

Clearly this model represents an ideal that can never be perfectly real
ized. As we shall see, there are certain characteristic ways in which bu
reaucracies tend to depart from this normative model. However, even if it 
were possible to implement the model as it stands, problems would in
evitably arise because of tensions within the model itself. One of these is 
the conflict between the requirement that bureaucrats adhere strictly to 
preestablished regulations, and the fact that each case presents its own pe
culiarities, which make a certain amount of flexibility in the application of 
the rules desirable. We have surely all had the experience of coming up 
against an official, private or public, who was unwilling to agree that the 
rules needed to be varied slightly in a particular case in order for justice, or 
some other patently desirable objective, to be realized. Thus one intrinsic 
tension within the bureaucratic model is that between general rules and 
specific circumstances. 

Another intrinsic source of tension is that confidentiality is necessary 
to protect personal information about some citizen that a bureaucrat 
needs to have, for example, for purposes of tax assessment or for deter
mining whether a law has been broken, but that, if it became generally 
known, would needlessly violate the individual's privacy. Some infor
mation would give an unfair advantage to one business competitor over 
another; other information might be of use to the country's potential ad
versaries in war. Yet, at the same time, this requirement for confiden
tiality, or for secrecy, conflicts with the freedom of speech and of the 
press that must exist in a democracy, especially if the democratic elec
torate is to hold elected officials responsible and form a correct evalua
tion of the performance of one political party rather than another. To 
what extent should officials be allowed to withhold information from 
the public? 
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BUREAUCRACY IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

The problems cited are presented by the implementation of the model 
even in its purest form. Yet another series of problems arises when the 
model, designed for a developed country with high standards of educa
tion and competence and with advanced political institutions, is adopted 
by a developing country still in transition to the norms of the modern 
world. The protection of bureaucrats from political interference, repre
sented by the system of hearings and quasi-judicial procedures necessary 
before someone can be fired, for example, may prove quite counterpro
ductive. In a transitional situation in which the country needs substantial 
reforms, and needs a civil service dedicated to implementing changes, 
provisions for tenure designed to protect bureaucrats against political in
terference, and complicated rules of procedure, tend to entrench a conser
vative bureaucracy linked to an established elite class that has an interest 
in preventing reforms, while the complex procedures designed to assure 
fairness give them tools with which to delay and circumvent reform ef
forts. A conservative high bureaucrat, an Ecuadorian friend of this writer, 
when asked how the new reformist government of his country was doing, 
replied with a wink, "The revolution above, the counterrevolution below." 

The opportunities for obstruction are endless. The new reformist govern
ment, let us say, wishes to implement a land reform. Of course, says the con
servative bureaucrat; but before we can implement the land reform we must 
first take a survey of actual landholdings to see which landowners hold ex
tensions of land in excess of the amounts permitted under the new reform. 
Unfortunately, we are short of surveyors to do that job, so we must establish 
a school for surveyors. That is, we must contract with a foreign technical 
corporation to train the surveyors. In order to do that we must draw up 
specifications for bids from foreign technical concerns that wish to set up a 
training course for surveyors. The first question is therefore the composition 
of the committee that will draw up the specifications on the basis of which 
to choose the foreign company to train the surveyors to do the surveys to 
find out which landholdings are too large. The procedures can proliferate 
endlessly and the reformist government will be long gone before any land is 
actually scheduled for distribution under the reform measures. 

Merit bureaucratic systems were introduced to end the evils of the "spoils 
system," under which bureaucratic jobs were regarded as the spoils of vic
tory by the political party winning an election, with the civil servants of the 
previous administration fired wholesale. The spoils system may have re
sulted in public servants of less-than-optimum quality and impartiality, 
and a lack of continuity in government programs. But such a method of ap
pointing bureaucrats might be more serviceable for a reformist or revolu
tionary government coming to power in a Third World country and trying 
to end long-standing practices of exploitation and oppression. 
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LAND REFORM 

In temperate regions of Africa, in Latin America, and in some countries of the 
Far East, representatives of the colonial power or members of the ruling class oc
cupied the best land. The resulting uneven distribution of the land, with large 
tracts in the possession of a few while many laborers were landless, can be re
garded not only as unjust in itself but also alien to the requirements of a demo
cratic society, since economic power translates into political power, so that those 
without land may not be genuinely autonomous as citizens. Perhaps more to the 
point for most governments is that an increasing number of dissatisfied people 
may lend support to a revolutionary movement; while conversely people are 
likely to feel well-disposed to the government or political party that made it pos
sible for them to own their own plots of land 

For these reasons, the governments of newly independent states, at least those 
representing the more progressive political forces in the country, frequently insti
tute land reform programs, by which is meant the division of large estates into 
small plots of land that can be farmed by the hitherto landless. Land reform of this 
type is generally a feature of the political programs of progressive political parties 
in the developing world. 

Economists sometimes argue that land can be more productive in the hands of 
those with capital to develop it and farm it with machinery, so that reforms that 
break up large landholdings make them less productive. However, this need not 
be true if landless laborers who would otherwise be a drag on the national econ
omy are given small plots to farm. Under circumstances of mass unemployment, 
labor is in effect free of social cost, so there may be no point in trying to intro
duce machinery to save labor, especially expensive machinery that must be 
bought abroad. 

Although the introduction of a land reform program or the election of a gov
ernment pledged to institute one may panic the wealthy and become the cat
alyst for a military seizure of power, there are also many polit ical and 
bureaucratic ways in which a land reform can be sabotaged or perverted from 
its original purpose, and that is probably the fate of most land reform pro
grams. However, the recent history of countries such as Japan and Taiwan sug
gests that a land reform is desirable not only for social justice, but also for 
economic development. 

A D M I N I S T R A T I O N A N D POLITICS 

The model of a nonpartisan, impersonal, and fair bureaucracy sets stan
dards that are difficult to reach. One of its premises is that it is possible to 
separate politics from administration, and confine the bureaucracy to non-
political administrative matters. Needless to say, the line separating poli
tics from administration is difficult to draw. 

Curiously enough, that line is drawn at quite different points in differ
ent political systems. Thus, for example, when a new party comes to power 
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in Britain, perhaps 200 positions in the cabinet and subcabinet change 
hands. In the United States the figure is something between 3,000 and 4,000 
positions, regularly including jobs several levels further down the bureau
cratic structure than the cabinet. Some U.S. administrations go further than 
others in staffing positions with political appointees. This writer was told in 
Nepal that at the beginning of the Reagan administration the Peace Corps 
representative there was replaced because he was not an active Republican. 
It is rather unusual, even for the United States, to have partisan considera
tions enter into positions that low on the bureaucratic ladder. 

In some other countries, the problem is posed in rather different form. In 
France and Germany, for example, rather than political appointments 
being made to bureaucratic positions, the deviation from Weberian norms 
tends to be in the other direction: that career civil servants get involved in 
politics. In the United States, for many years, the Hatch Act prohibited fed
eral bureaucrats from involving themselves in partisan politics. In France 
or Germany, however, many politicians are high bureaucrats on tempo
rary leave from their civil service positions. 

The Federal Republic of Germany has continued the long-standing Ger
man tradition of emphasizing technical expertise in politics, and defining 
political issues as far as possible in bureaucratic terms. Each party feels 
that it must be represented on legislative committees by experts in the par
ticular subject matter in question and will attempt to recruit the bureau
crats who have been professionally concerned with that subject matter to 
be legislative candidates who, when successful, would then become the 
party's specialists in that field. The upper house in the German legislature, 
the Bundesrat, moreover, consists of delegations from the governments of 
the states of the federation, and the political heads of the delegation gen
erally leave most of the work to their staff members, who are state-level 
bureaucrats. Since many of the legislators in the lower house, the Bun
destag, are themselves officials on leave, the legislative process in Ger
many has a bureaucratic tone to it, and one can have the feeling of being 
present at an interdepartmental meeting rather than at a session of a leg
islative body. 

In France the situation is somewhat similar. The admissions standards 
for the higher civil service are so rigorous, and the training so demanding, 
that training at the National School of Administration produces an intel
lectual elite of high competence, who frequently leave administration for 
politics permanently after having attained a high level in the bureaucracy. 
A majority of the Fifth Republic's prime ministers, and all five of the pres
idents elected in the Fifth Republic since it began in 1958, started their ca
reers as officials, either civil or military. 

This predominance of bureaucratic figures in a country's political life 
reaches its high point in Mexico, which has long been ruled by a dominant 
single party. The last five presidents of Mexico at the time of writing were 
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career administrators, none of whom had ever run for a political office be
fore being nominated for president. This tends to be a characteristic of sin
gle-party systems: since there is no alternation of parties in power, there 
need not be so clear a distinction between permanent civil service jobs and 
political appointments. 

THE LOGIC OF BUREAUCRATIC BEHAVIOR 

A realistic analysis of bureaucracy must go beyond the classic norma
tive model of a nonpartisan merit service impartially executing the polit
ical will of the democratically chosen government. Bureaucrats are 
charged with pursuing the public interest, which they do; but at the same 
time they pursue other interests, based not only on their identities as pub
lic servants, but also on their identities as individuals pursuing a career 
and as members not only of the public service as a whole but of particu
lar bureaus, agencies, and branches of government. Public servants do 
not conceive of their devotion to the interest of their own departments as 
something opposed to their loyalty to the general public interest; on the 
contrary, socialized into their departments' norms, they tend to believe 
that the missions of their own departments or bureaus are a critical part 
of the general public interest. If they serve in the Department of Defense, 
then of course the country's national security necessarily takes priority 
over all other objectives; if in the Treasury ministry or budget bureau, 
then of course the country lives or dies by its financial health. The future 
of the human race depends on the safety of the environment, if its protec
tion is one of their department's responsibilities; or its future depends on 
the education of the young, if they work for the education ministry. This 
commitment to the bureau mission has given rise to the saying "Where 
you stand depends on where you sit," meaning that your views are de
termined by the position you occupy. Certainly in a cabinet meeting it is 
not hard to predict in advance what the position of each member of the 
cabinet will be, depending on which ministry or department each one 
represents. 

In most cases, even though the heads of departments, cabinet ministers, 
are political appointees, they tend to take on the departmental point of view, 
as propounded by their chief permanent officials. As a minister is briefed 
on department activities, he or she tends to absorb the rationale of the de
partment's existence, its pride in the dedication of its personnel, its partic
ular conception of how its mission is central to the public interest. The 
traditional departmental point of view can be elaborated in great detail: 
there may be a doctrine as to why some subject matter should lie within 
the territory of the department rather than that of some other department, 
or why some particular terminology should be used rather than an alter
native. It has been estimated that in Britain about two-thirds of cabinet 



Bureaucracy 139 

members simply take on the departmental point of view instead of domi
nating their departments and imposing on them the government's own 
political orientation. Of course, in a parliamentary system cabinet minis
ters are overloaded with their nondepartmental responsibilities, in the 
constituency, in parliament, and in the cabinet itself, and it is a rare cabinet 
minister who performs all of his or her other tasks well and also succeeds 
in dominating and reorienting his or her department. 

There are many techniques by which senior civil servants can manipu
late their minister, even when he or she is a strong, "take charge," type. 
For example, when a minister asks the staff to prepare a description of the 
alternative courses of action possible with respect to a specific problem, it 
is always possible to describe each of the alternative policies in such a 
way as to make them undesirable, except for the alternative favored by 
the staff. 

Winning over the minister or cabinet secretary is but one of the games 
bureaucrats play that grow out of the self-identification of individual bu
reaucrats with the departments or offices in which they work. Another 
game is defending the turf—that is, maintaining the scope of the depart
ment's mission against the attempt of other departments to encroach on it. 
The budget game is aimed at increasing the department's budget over 
what it was the previous year. The question to be asked is not what func
tions need to be performed and how much they will cost; it is rather, first, 
how much can one reasonably expect the budget to be increased, and only 
then what new activities can be proposed to justify that increase. 

This writer learned to operate in this manner as a university adminis
trator for fourteen years during a period of generally expanding budgets. 
The procedure I followed was to estimate how much of an increase in the 
previous year's budget I could reasonably hope to get from the dean, 
given the university's financial circumstances, and then draw up a budget 
asking for an increase of twice that amount. The amount of the increase re
quested would be justified partly on the basis of increased costs, partly on 
the basis of expanded programs; but these would be listed in such a way 
that the more obviously desirable ones could be funded with the maxi
mum budget increase that I could reasonably hope for, so that the dean 
could feel frugal by approving only half of the requested increase, denying 
the request to fund the less essential activities. 

Identification with the bureau mission can lead, with some personality 
types, to a policy of bureaucratic imperialism, the aggrandizement of the 
bureau by its taking on new functions and expanding its sphere of con
trol. The wise bureaucratic imperialist, someone like J. Edgar Hoover, 
who headed the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) for over thirty years, 
will be careful not to take on tasks that are impossible to perform, or are 
unpleasant, or may lead to poor public relations. Hoover's management 
of the FBI was in many respects a masterpiece of bureaucratic politics: he 
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resisted having the bureau's responsibilities extend to enforcement of 
drug laws or combatting of organized crime,1 reasoning that both tasks 
were inherently hopeless, while exposure to the drug trade would cor
rupt some bureau agents. Hoover developed a formidable public rela
tions operation, which glamorized his bureau in the public eye and made 
it virtually impossible for Congress to refuse him any request; he made 
doubly sure of this by building up dossiers on the activities of congress
men themselves, which made many of them especially reluctant to pro
voke his wrath. 

Having the fighting of crime as his mission also made it possible for 
him to point to spectacular successes he had had, while at the same time 
bemoaning the fact that the problem was getting greater each year, thus 
necessitating large annual budget increases; and the fact that basic law 
enforcement was the responsibility of local police forces, and not of the 
FBI, made it possible for Hoover to limit the bureau's involvement to 
easy-to-crack, high-visibility cases. Sometimes a fugitive was placed on 
the sensational "The Most Wanted Men" list, for example, after his 
whereabouts were already known and his apprehension was being 
planned. 

The example of the FBI indicates how much bureaucrats' hands are 
strengthened by their being able to cover those operations they wish 
with a veil of secrecy. Of course, the official version is that secrecy is nec
essary to protect ongoing investigations or confidential information 
about individuals; or to prevent criminals or hostile foreign powers from 
acquiring valuable information. In fact, however, their ability to classify 
information as secret enables bureaucrats to cover up their errors or keep 
the public ignorant as to the true extent of unpopular practices. Fortu
nately, the United States now has a Freedom of Information Act, which 
makes it possible, at least in principle, for the public to request and re
ceive information the secrecy of which is not absolutely necessary. (In 
practice, difficulties can be created and released material censored.) In 
this respect the United States has started to follow the example of 
Switzerland, where official files are normally available for inspection by 
the public. 

A notorious counterexample is that of Great Britain, where the Offi
cial Secrets Act makes it a crime for public servants to disclose any in
formation whatsoever acquired as a result of their government position, 
except where such disclosure is authorized by a superior official. The 
coming to light of various cases in which scandalous behavior has been 
hushed up, and others in which the government has made itself ridicu
lous by attempting to prosecute former government officials for pub
lishing information quite without national security value, has created 
pressures in Britain, which have so far been resisted, for changes in the 
law. 
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FREEDOM OF INFORMATION 

In 1966 the U.S. Congress passed the Freedom of Information Act, which pro
vided that federal agencies must make their records available to individuals on re
quest. Exceptions could be made for confidential personnel and financial files, 
or for material bearing on national security and law enforcement. Individuals may 
sue government agencies in federal court if they fail to comply with the terms of 
the Act. 

Although the limits that can be placed on the material made available are often 
enough to enable government wrongdoing to be covered up, nevertheless the Act 
has made possible much greater openness in the conduct of public business, and 
is widely envied abroad. 

Bureaucratic behavior and the protection of departmental interests is 
not necessarily aggressive and imperialist. It may be purely defensive, 
aimed at avoidance of trouble. While the public interest may not be served 
by a bureaucrat's attempt to expand his role and promote his career in an 
aggressive fashion, it may also not be served by his declining to do his job 
in implementing the laws because of his fear that he will offend somebody 
and thus jeopardize his career. Excessive timidity is just as much a prob
lem in bureaucrats as aggressive self-promotion. 

BUREAUCRATS IN UNIFORM 

Tendencies to serve the institutional interest rather than the public in
terest can be found in bureaucracies all over the world, in military bu
reaucracies as well as civilian. Like their civilian counterparts, army 
officers try to defend their turf from encroachment, to maintain good pub
lic relations, to expand their budgetary allotment. The difference is that in 
many countries of the world the military forces are prepared to use the 
monopoly of armed force entrusted to them for national defense in order 
to promote their collective interests. Victor Villanueva once observed that 
every government of Peru that tried to cut the military budget had been 
overthrown. 

In some countries, attempts to limit the role of the military or reduce its 
prerogatives run the risk of provoking a military seizure of power, al
though for public consumption reasons of national interest are always as
serted. To be sure, when a military force intervenes in politics, it may be 
doing so at the behest of an oligarchy that feels itself to be threatened, or of 
a hegemonic power. But even in such cases it is necessary to engage the in
terest of the military by pointing out to them the specifically military in
terests that would be threatened by a continuation in power of the 
incumbent government. For example, if a political party that represents 
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the oligarchy—that is, the ruling moneyed elite—feels threatened by an 
incumbent populist government's plans to legislate a land reform, party 
leaders may point out to the military that such a land reform would occa
sion a great deal of disturbance and probably violence in the countryside, 
requiring the military to be called out and used in a policing role. This 
kind of role is despised by the military, as unfitting for those whose mis
sion it is to defend the nation against foreign enemies, and also as tending 
to lead to bad military relations with the civilian populace. 

CIVILIAN CONTROL OF THE MILITARY 

In a democracy, a military force is established to serve as an instrument of the 
elected political leadership. Samuel P. Huntington pointed out in The Soldier and 
the State (1956) that there were two ways in which a military force could be de
mocratic: one was for it to be absolutely disciplined from top to bottom with the 
officers at the top taking orders from the civil ian political leadership; this he 
called "objective" civilian control. In "subjective" civilian control, the military is 
democratic because its members are indoctrinated with democratic values, but its 
discipline is more relaxed, and soldiers are encouraged to think for themselves. 
Huntington thought "subjective" civilian control dangerous because unelected 
military leaders might be free to deviate from what the political leadership de
sired. Paradoxically, therefore, he argued that a democracy was better served by 
having a totally authoritarian institution in its service rather than one that tried to 
be internally democratic. 

This analysis is true in general—rank, hierarchy, and discipline should char
acterize an effective military force, since on occasion men and women wi l l be 
sent to fight and if necessary to die, and this is more reliably achieved if they 
are trained to fol low orders without questioning them or thinking them over. It 
seems clear, on the other hand, and has been established as an internationally 
valid principle, incorporated into the codes of military justice of developed 
countries, that soldiers have no obligation to obey a criminal or illegal order. 
They may refuse, for example, to obey orders to perform personal services for 
an officer outside the line of duty; they should refuse to participate in a mas
sacre of noncombatant civilians; they should be able to refuse an order to arrest 
their country's political leaders in order that some general can take power. That 
is, while discipline should normally prevail, it may sometimes be necessary for 
an order to be disobeyed. This means that soldiers must be able to recognize i l 
legal orders, and must have the confidence to back up their refusal to obey 
them. 

This need not disturb us overmuch, however. The unthinking automaton as
sumed in Huntington's model of objective civil ian control does not exist, after 
all. Even in the best-disciplined military services, soldiers do not automatically 
and unthinkingly obey all commands and standing orders. In fact, like people 
of other walks of life, soldiers usually try to manipulate the rules to their own 
advantage. 
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Alternatively, an oligarchic party trying to provoke a military inter
vention may point out that a populist government attempting to im
prove conditions for the masses is likely to divert funds from military to 
social welfare spending; that it is likely to create a popular militia based 
on the trade unions and on peasants' syndicates, which would threaten 
the military's monopoly of the legitimate use of force; and that such a 
tendency might result in the complete replacement of the traditional mil
itary by a people's militia, or even, as in the case of Fidel Castro's revo
lution in Cuba, in the execution as war criminals of military officers who 
had served under the old regime. Most cases of the military seizure of 
power can thus be viewed as simply another instance of a bureaucratic 
organization, established to serve the public interest, serving only the 
public interest as it conceives of it, and moreover deviating from the 
public interest in order to protect its own private corporate interests. 

IS A MILITARY SEIZURE OF POWER EVER JUSTIFIED? 

Not only must soldiers be free to decline to obey orders that they believe to be 
illegal; on rare occasions the military may even be justified in acting to remove 
from office a leader who has committed major violations of the laws and consti
tution and may be driving the country to ruin, where no other remedy exists. The 
tyrant may have closed the legislature and the courts, so that no constitutional re
course exists, for example. Clearly such a military intervention should occur only 
in extreme and generally agreed circumstances. It is not quite adequate, however, 
to say that if a president was elected by popular vote he or she should invariably 
be obeyed. Tyranny, after all, may be tyranny by performance even if the ruler 
was legitimate in his or her origins. In the regrettable case that such an act be
comes necessary, however—for example, where a tyrant has prevented parlia
ment and the courts from functioning—the military intervention should end with 
the removal of the tyrannical incumbent. A democratic military should then yield 
power as soon as possible to those constitutionally next in line of succession. 

CONCLUSION 

Bureaucrats are not always narrow-minded and self-serving. A great 
many are dedicated and selfless public servants, who perform prodigies of 
work in the public interest. Nevertheless, since much of the study of civil-
service behavior is based on Max Weber's model of what ideal bureau
cratic behavior should be, it is necessary to provide a corrective in the form 
of this discussion, which reemphasizes the basic principle of political 
analysis presented in this book: most behavior can be explained as rational 
pursuit of self-interest, so long as it is remembered that an individual's 
"self" is complex and multidimensional. 



144 Identity, Interest, and Ideology 

NOTE 

1. Evidence has subsequently come to light suggesting that Hoover's refusal to 
move against organized crime was also based on his fear that if he did so, crime 
figures would release material they possessed exposing his secret homosexuality. 
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Q 
^J ince so much of politics is concerned 

with economic policy, a book on politics must discuss the principal eco
nomic issues and the different positions people take with respect to those 
issues. We will select for discussion six major areas of economic policy: tax
ation, spending on social benefits, labor relations, the public/private mix 
(i.e., the question of how much of the economy should actually be owned 
and operated by public authorities rather than left in private hands), de
mand management, and planning. 

TAX POLICY 

Tax policy can have several objectives. Its primary purpose is to raise 
revenue to finance the operations of government. At first glance, it may 
seem strange that a government cannot simply print the money it needs 
to finance its own operations and not bother raising taxes; but this would 
produce, or increase, inflation. If taxation takes the same amount of 
money out of the economy, out of the hands of consumers who would 
spend it, as is spent by government—and thus put back into the econ
omy—then it is not inflationary; that is, it does not make the level of 
prices rise. 

Taxes can also have purposes besides raising revenue: to increase pro
duction and productivity by changing the rewards and punishments at
tached to different courses of action; to redistribute income by taxing the 
rich to pay for services provided to the poor; or—not acknowledged 
overtly—to appeal to some group in the population the governing party 
wants votes from in the next election, or to repay some group for its votes 
in previous elections, or for its campaign contributions. 
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CAMPAIGN CONTRIBUTIONS 

One of the principal modes in which economic interests influence legislation 
is that of the campaign contribution to a member of Congress. A campaign con
tribution is not the same as a bribe, in return for which a congressman or senator 
agrees to vote a certain way. Nevertheless, if the contribution is substantial, it is 
likely that a member will think twice before voting to damage the interests of the 
generous donor. Campaign contributions are necessary because of the huge costs 
of running an election campaign under the present American system. It has been 
said that senators spend two-thirds of their time raising funds and only one-third 
attending to the nation's business. 

There is general agreement that the system needs to be changed. Since the 
main campaign expense is for television advertising, a simple way of drastically 
reducing the money needed to run a campaign would be to provide that televi
sion stations give free time for election programs of the candidates, as they do in 
Great Britain. Of course that would mean a considerable loss of revenue for the 
television networks, which presumably have enough influence so that Congress 
would not enact a reform of that type. 

In general politicians favor, in their tax policies, those groups they par
ticularly represent. In the U.S. Congress provisions are sometimes intro
duced into tax legislation that benefit only small groups of favored 
individuals. This actual purpose may deliberately be hidden by obscure 
and confusing language or some public purpose may be alleged for the fa
voritism. Thus, for example, companies producing oil in the United States 
have been given special tax breaks ostensibly so that the country will "re
duce dependence on foreign oil," but in fact because they are owned by in
fluential individuals who may make large campaign contributions or who 
employ a lot of workers. The central role placed in the U.S. Congress by 
representatives from Texas and Oklahoma has been important in getting 
such legislation passed. 

Tax policy is normally discussed on the basis of principle rather than 
favoritism, however. From a disinterested and impartial position, what 
principles should guide tax policy? One principle that might be sug
gested is that those who particularly benefit from a specific government 
service should pay taxes to finance it. This is comparable to buying a par
ticular product in the private sector. In the United States, for example, 
one pays a fee to enter many national parks; sometimes those who drive 
on a particular road must pay a toll. This principle cannot be extended 
too far, however. Apart from the fact that the public regards such "user 
fees" as a nuisance, most feel that they are already paying enough to 
government through general tax collections that they are entitled to re-
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U.S. O I L POLICY 

The policy of the United States with respect to petroleum supply, as we saw in 
Chapter 6, has been heavily influenced by the interest of the oil-producing com
panies to drive prices up by fostering the impression of limited and unreliable 
supply. In the long term, supply is limited in the sense that petroleum resources 
are finite and at some date in the long distant future may actually run out. This 
presents no cause for alarm, since there are very many other energy sources that 
can substitute for petroleum. Fuels that are somewhat more expensive than oi l , 
but could readily be substituted, would gradually be used more as increasing 
scarcity drove up the price of oi l . 

But in fact the earth's supplies of petroleum are enormous and very far from 
being exhausted. Many well-meaning people in the general public have been 
misled, however, by the commonly made statement that proven oil reserves in 
such and such a country or such and such an area wi l l be exhausted in thirty 
years, or some similar period of time. The reason why any particular petroleum 
field is likely to be exhausted in about thirty years is that recovery is optimal 
when the oil is maintained at a certain level of pressure, and pressures would 
be too low if a recovery rate were set to last over a period of time much greater 
than thirty years. Moreover, a "proven" reserve is normally one that is under pro
duction. There are vast quantities of "probable" reserves that are not "proven" in 
this sense. 

Panic and feelings of scarcity are generated not only by the prospect of even
tual exhaustion of petroleum supplies but by short-term interruptions of supply 
due to economic, polit ical, and technical factors. Because of the possibility of 
such short-term interruptions of supply, the dogma has become established that 
the United States should seek not to be dependent on foreign sources of oi l . This 
is in fact an unrealistic objective, since U.S. demand far exceeds domestic supply 
and there is still no way—even after switching to alternative fuels that could be 
substituted for oil in the near term—that purchases of foreign oil could be dis
continued or even greatly reduced; nor should they be, given the advantages in 
price and ease of use that oil has over competing fuels. 

Moreover, the fact that the oil is of "foreign" provenance does not necessarily 
mean its supply is less reliable than that produced domestically. "Foreign" Mexi
can oi l , which can easily reach the United States by pipeline, is more reliable 
than "domestic" Alaskan oi l , which needs to be loaded on tankers and then off
loaded into pipelines on the California coast, and is thus subject to the hazards of 
the maritime journey—apart from being considerably more expensive to produce 
and ship. 

ceive the services government provides without facing additional 
charges. Moreover, many of the services government provides, such as 
national defense, cannot be charged to individual users, but are used by 
everyone. 
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In all developed countries today, tax policy is instead based at least in 
part on another principle, which is ability to pay. Of course, ability to pay 
is inevitably part of any tax policy: you can't get blood from a stone, as the 
saying goes. There is no point in demanding $100,000 in taxes from some
one whose income is $10,000. But the more sophisticated forms of tax pol
icy attempt to use ability to pay in order to equalize the hardship faced by 
taxpayers of different income levels as they pay their tax bills. This means 
going to a tax system that is graduated, or progressive, in the sense that 
higher tax rates are progressively imposed on increments of income so that 
the wealthier person not only pays more money in tax than the poor per
son but also pays a higher proportion of his or her income. 

The logic behind the progressive tax system is that each increment in in
come has a decreasing value to the recipient (there is a declining marginal 
utility of income). Thus the first thousand dollars of income you earn is vi
tally important; it enables you to buy food. The last thousand dollars of in
come to a multimillionaire is of trivial importance. Accordingly, the 
argument goes, the first thousand dollars of income should not be taxed at 
all—that would impose too great a hardship, meaning that the recipient 
would have to do without food in order to be able to pay the tax. Succes
sive increments of income would be taxed, at first very lightly, then grad
ually more heavily, since each additional increment of income would be 
less vital to the recipient, so that yielding an increasing proportion of it to 
the government would impose less hardship. In some countries the prin
ciple of progressivity was so generally accepted that until recently the 
marginal rate of income tax, for extremely high incomes, reached 90 per
cent. A reaction against these extremely high rates took hold in the 1970s 
and 1980s and the pendulum swung drastically in the other direction, so 
that before the Clinton administration took office the highest marginal in
come tax rate in the United States—the rate on the last thousand dollars 
of the multimillionaire—was only 31 percent. 

Of course, income tax is not the only tax modern governments impose 
on their citizens. This is largely a matter of convenience, tradition, and— 
quite frankly—of trying to disguise taxes so that taxpayers will not notice 
they are paying them and therefore will not be inclined to revolt against 
paying. Logically, it should not matter what taxes are paid "on"—whether 
on property, or sales, or other activities—because the money used to pay 
them always comes out of income. You may pay a property tax on your 
house, but you don't sell a bit of your house in order to pay the tax; you 
pay it out of your income. Taxes can also be disguised by calling them 
"user fees" or "contributions." The Social Security system, for example, is 
financed not by a tax but by a contribution. Making a contribution pre
sumably hurts less than paying a tax. 

Because of the presence of so many other taxes, an individual's total tax 
burden may be assessed in an unprogressive, or regressive, way even if the 
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income tax itself is progressive. The sales tax, for example, has a regressive 
incidence; poorer people must spend all of their income, so they must pay 
a sales tax on most of it. Wealthier people save and invest a lot of their in
come, on which they therefore don't pay sales tax. 

The Social Security system presents an example of a tax that does not 
merely happen by accident to be regressive, like the sales tax, but is in fact 
designed to be regressive—that is, to fall more heavily on the poor than on 
the rich. At the time of writing, the Social Security "contribution" in the 
United States is 6.2 percent of the first $55,500 of earned income. Additional 
income above the level of $55,500 pays no social security tax at all. The 
maximum amount of social security tax paid thus represents a smaller and 
smaller percentage of income over $55,500 as that income gets larger—the 
exact definition of regressiveness in taxation. Of course, there are many 
standard rationalizations for this state of affairs: we have here a contribu
tion, not a tax; Social Security is not a benefits scheme but a quasi-insurance 
system; the system must be kept "solvent." In fact, this seems to be politi
cally the easiest way of raising the large sum of money required. One could 
blame public prejudices and misconceptions for a system in which tax col
lection policy departs from elementary principles of fairness; but one might 
have hoped that political leaders would not play to these prejudices and 
misconceptions but would instead try to correct them. 

It should be noted that tax policy may not aim only at raising revenue 
and distributing burdens fairly, but may also be designed to bring about 
certain behavior by rewarding specific courses of action and penalizing 
others. A tax deduction or credit, or a reduced rate of tax, may be allowed 
in order to encourage a particular kind of activity. Of course over time 
these incentives originally designed to produce behavior that promotes 
economic growth become "loopholes" in the tax law and may be taken ad
vantage of in ways that do not in fact promote the original purpose. 

SPENDING POLICY 

The counterpart of tax policy, which determines how money is raised, 
is policy on government spending. A government politically committed 
to favor the poorer classes in society tries to derive tax revenue from a 
graduated tax system whose burden falls more heavily on the wealthy. 
In its policy on spending, it emphasizes social benefits—spending for 
schools, medical care, welfare benefits targeted at children, and so on. 
These kinds of spending are "progressive" in their incidence in that they 
provide services that the wealthy either do not need, or would be able to 
buy for themselves. In fact, even where public services are provided for 
all, people who can afford to do so may prefer to buy those services on 
the free market, trusting that privately provided services will be superior 
in quality, less crowded, or patronized by more congenial types of peo-
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pie. If one can afford it, one expects to send children to private schools, 
for example. 

Traditionally, political parties representing the more affluent members 
of society, such as the Republicans in the United States or the Conserva
tives in Great Britain, tended to oppose government taxing and spending 
as such, on the premise that taxation would necessarily be more onerous 
on the wealthy and spending would be primarily for the benefit of the 
poor. The reality may depart from the rhetoric, however. The Reagan ad
ministration in the United States (1981-89), for example, which was par
alleled to some extent by the administration of Margaret Thatcher in 
Great Britain (1977-91), while maintaining antitaxation and antispending 
rhetoric, and cutting taxation of the wealthy and spending on the poor, 
nevertheless increased spending on projects that aided business, particu
larly industries involved in military production; the increase in relative 
poverty also led to higher expenditures for social control (e.g., prison con
struction and the war on drugs). 

The fact that, in the United States, government spending for military 
purposes was substantially raised while taxes on the well-to-do were 
being cut opened a sizable budget gap, requiring deficit financing. This 
proved to be something of a benefit program for the investor, as the federal 
budget deficit was covered by borrowing money through the mechanism 
of floating Treasury bond issues. This meant that a substantial portion of 
the budget then became dedicated to paying interest to those who had 
bought Treasury bonds. Given the increased regressiveness in both taxing 
and spending, the poor were being denied services in order to transfer 
money to the wealthy. It could be said that the money to fund government 
was still being taken from the wealthy as before, but now they were being 
paid high interest rates for it. 

LABOR RELATIONS POLICY 

Another area of economic policy on which "left" and "right" disagree is 
policy on labor relations. Modern democratic states guarantee the right to 
form unions, and the right to strike. These rights were not won easily by 
labor; throughout the nineteenth century and even into the twentieth cen
tury, people died in defense of the right to unionize as against the conser
vative view that a labor union was a subversive conspiracy, or the milder 
legalistic argument that it represented a conspiracy in restraint of trade 
that could be prohibited under antitrust laws. 

It is perfectly true that the use of the bargaining power of organized labor 
to keep up or raise wages or to improve working conditions constitutes a 
limitation on the working of the free market. Economists normally view 
labor as simply another commodity whose price should rise and fall with 
demand. Wages that cannot be cut at will, like a legally stipulated mini-



Economic Policy 153 

mum wage, limit the flexibility necessary for such an adjustment between 
supply and demand to take place, and result in a less-than-optimal distrib
ution of resources, and less than maximum production. The prounion view 
is that labor is not just another commodity like soybeans or pig iron; the 
price of labor is also the income a family needs to feed, clothe, and shelter 
itself, and there are human rights considerations that justify limits on the 
action of the free market with respect to wages and conditions of employ
ment. Although the state can play a certain role—for example, in setting 
minimum wage rates—an active union movement is needed, it is argued, 
to insure that abuses don't occur in specific workplaces. 

There is no doubt that, especially in the early years of the development of 
the industrial economies, horrific exploitation of labor took place. People 
familiar only with late-twentieth-century conditions in the developed 
economies may have a hard time understanding the rationale for labor 
unions because they are not aware of the brutality of the conditions out of 
which unions grew. Self-interested or corrupt leadership has often given 
unions a bad name, but it is also true that examples of such abuse are used 
against unions by people concerned not with abuses of union power but 
with any union role at all, who would like to return to the days in which 
there was no restraint on the abuses that could be committed by employers. 

In political discourse generally, a proemployer position lies to the right 
of the political spectrum, one more prounion on the left. Many well-mean
ing people who are not personally committed to either a management or 
an employee view of industrial labor relations feel uncomfortable with the 
antagonism between employer and worker implicit in existing models of 
labor relations, and are hopeful that there are other ways to approach such 
relations that would be better for productivity. 

Japanese industry has attempted to foster worker enthusiasm and loy
alty to the company, in place of antagonistic management-labor relations, 
through socializing and inspirational techniques. Outsiders often feel un
comfortable with the authoritarianism and conformism of such techniques, 
although they have been adopted in branches of Japanese businesses oper
ating outside Japan with apparent success. However, it should be noted 
that other ingredients in the success of Japanese industrial relations are that 
companies contribute to employee loyalty by more or less guaranteeing 
life-long employment without danger of layoffs, unlike companies else
where, and that Japanese management pays itself much more modest 
salaries than are common in Europe and America, thus deemphasizing the 
gap between management and workers. 

Another technique for enlisting workers' loyalty to the company and 
transcending antagonistic labor-management relations is to give workers 
a stake in the company's performance, in the form of an annual bonus that 
varies with the company's profitability. This is often combined with ex
panding workers' sharing in company decision-making, whether at the ac-
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tual working level or at that of corporate management. Often cited as a 
model is the system of codetermination long established in the Federal Re
public of Germany. Introduced in the aftermath of World War II to limit 
the power given to the lords of industry who had been implicated in the 
rise of Nazism, workers were given a share in management through their 
election of a proportion—usually a third—of the members of company 
boards of directors. In addition, a company's workforce got to choose the 
company's director for social affairs, who took charge of the quality-of-life 
aspects of the enterprise's operations: the company's lunchroom, parking 
facilities, day care center, and so on. These measures had a salutary effect 
on industrial relations in Germany and have generally been a source of 
worker satisfaction. In fact, however, workers' participation on boards of 
directors has had minimal practical effect, as the labor representatives 
have typically been co-opted or outmaneuvered by the promanagement 
members of boards. 

Nevertheless, there is a great eagerness to find models of industrial re
lations that minimize class antagonism, especially among centrist political 
parties such as the Liberal Democrats in Britain, and Christian Democrats 
elsewhere. Neither management nor labor are particularly keen on work
ers' participation in management, however. Employers feel that managers 
should be free to do what they think right without interference from labor 
representatives, while labor unions generally dislike measures that will 
compromise union militancy by leading workers to believe that they can 
be treated fairly without supporting a strong and vigilant union. 

THE PUBLIC/PRIVATE MIX 

One of the major issues in both developed and undeveloped countries 
has been the relative share in the economy of privately and publicly 
owned enterprises. Because Marx identified the private ownership of "the 
means of production" as the central feature of capitalism, anticapitalist po
litical forces became identified with a socialism defined as public owner
ship. This reached its final caricature in the monstrous state enterprises of 
Stalinism, in which unmotivated workers produced inadequate supplies 
of poor-quality products that were not what the consumers wanted. Iden
tifying socialism with what actually happened in the Soviet Union cer
tainly makes socialism hard to defend. But the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and the discrediting of its economic model does not necessarily mean that 
no defense of state-owned enterprises can be made, or that there are no al
ternatives to the pure capitalist model. Several points should be taken into 
account: 

• There are ways other than by socializing industry—such as the pro
gressive income tax and social insurance measures—to try to 
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soften harsh features of capitalism such as poverty and unem
ployment. 

• Some state-run enterprises, especially in the United States and 
Western Europe, have actually been efficient and well-managed, 
and provide necessary services at reasonable cost. 

• There are some reasons besides ideological opposition to capitalism 
for establishing industries under state rather than private control. 

• Even in capitalist countries, some enterprises are traditionally run 
by the state, while even in the most socialized country some activ
ities are left in private hands, so that rather than thinking in terms 
of extreme situations of total public or private ownership, it makes 
more sense to think of countries as having different mixes of the 
two. 

Postal services, for example, are a typical state enterprise, as are water 
supply and street lighting. Commonly, in the countries of Western Europe, 
utilities and railroads are state enterprises, and indeed passenger rail 
transport is a state enterprise in the United States (Amtrak). Such state en
terprises need not be run as government ministries, on the Soviet model, 
but can be organized as autonomous corporations in which government 
happens to be the only shareholder. 

Why do governments operate industries when ideological factors are 
not involved? National security is a common rationale. In many countries 
armaments industries are state enterprises, since they are intimately re
lated to an activity outside the reach of the free market, the provision of 
national defense, and state control makes it easier to enforce rules of se
crecy. In the United States, arms production is carried on in a quasi-private 
manner, in which privately held companies are closely supervised, ma
nipulated, and subsidized by the Department of Defense, in a way that 
hardly represents a genuinely free-market situation. 

Sometimes industries are taken into public ownership because they pro
vide an essential service but cannot be operated profitably enough for a pri
vate company. This was the case with the railroads in the United States and 
in Great Britain. Using profitability as a criterion, a private company might 
maintain only high-volume lines, leaving many towns without service. 

Sometimes when industries are "nationalized" it is not a question of 
providing an essential service but rather of keeping jobs going in a politi
cally sensitive area where other sources of employment are not available. 
While there is no economic justification for such an action within the logic 
of the free-market system, governments that have no sympathy with so
cialism still sometimes take over industries under such circumstances for 
short-term political advantage. A more economically defensible solution is 
sometimes possible in such situations, where the company breaks even 



156 Identity, Interest, and Ideology 

but does not make enough profit for investors as compared to alternative 
possibilities. In such a case the company can be reorganized as a coopera
tive, or shares can be sold to workers, who can thus keep their jobs in a 
functioning enterprise. 

Sometimes state enterprises have been established where a service is a 
natural monopoly and the danger existed that a private company would 
be able to exploit consumers because it would have no competitor forcing 
it to maintain its prices low and its quality high. In such a situation—such 
as the provision of electricity or natural gas to consumers, where the per
manent installation of supply lines is necessary and it is not feasible for 
consumers to switch from one supplier to another week by week in re
sponse to price and quality considerations—the European solution is typ
ically for the service to be provided by a public corporation. In the United 
States, typically a private corporation exists, but is supervised by a regula
tory board in the interest of the consumer. At least that is the legislative in
tent. In practice, the Public Service Commissions that function in the states 
to supervise monopoly utility providers are frequently brought under the 
influence of the companies they are supposed to regulate through the po
litical system, sometimes including the provision of campaign contribu
tions and other forms of personal income to political figures. 

Despite the fact that some of these reasons for public ownership may 
have validity in specific situations, it remains in general true that the 
advantages of a free-market economy usually provide the more powerful 
arguments. The renewed interest in free-market ideology that has charac
terized the last quarter of the twentieth century has led to a powerful in
ternational movement in the direction of privatizing enterprises that had 
been taken into public ownership over the years for various reasons, or 
sometimes for no apparent reason. Often, in Eastern Europe, the solution 
adopted is simply to close down the public enterprise as not worth saving 
and let private companies begin business in that field of activity. Often, 
however, especially in the West, the state corporation may be a going en
terprise. In such cases the corporation can be privatized either by being 
sold to an already existing private company, or by having shares issued 
that are sold to the general public while the structure of the corporation re
mains the same. The corporation's board of directors would then eventu
ally come to be chosen by the shareholders, at least nominally, rather than 
being appointed by the government. 

In the rush to privatize, however, sometimes important considerations 
get overlooked. If, for example, a state corporation engages in various ac
tivities, some of which are profitable and others not, there is likely to be 
pressure from private business to sell separately the profitable compo
nents of the corporation's activities. This occurred when British Railways 
Corporation sold off the hotels it owned. What this can mean is that the 
public treasury gets left with money-losing activities in perpetuity, 
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whereas before the partial privatization the public corporation may have 
been breaking even or making a small profit. 

A similar result may occur after privatization, when the corporation's 
new private management may close down loss-making activities, even 
where these are publicly desirable. For example, some American counties 
have turned their public hospitals over to profit-making hospital corpora
tions, which may then discontinue offering service to the poor and unin
sured who were formerly treated by the county hospitals as charity patients. 

What this means is that care should be taken that public interests and 
purposes are protected, and that if it is mistaken to socialize all possible in
dustry for ideological reasons, it is also mistaken to privatize automati
cally for ideological reasons. A reasonable person may conclude that 
individual cases should be treated on their merits and it is probably wisest 
to let well enough alone and not let ideological commitments overrule 
common sense. 

DEMAND MANAGEMENT 

One of the principal activities of modern governments is that of demand 
management. Even the most laissez-faire government—one that professes 
to believe that government should leave the operations of the free market 
strictly alone—finds itself controlling the level of overall economic activity 
through its policies on budgeting, taxing, and bank regulation. If govern
ment spending increases, more money is put into the economy and more 
jobs are created. If the government runs a budgetary surplus, however, 
and takes more money out of the economy by way of taxation than it 
spends through its budget, then the level of economic activity declines. 
Government also influences the overall level of economic activity through 
its regulation of banks, by influencing the interest rates that are charged 
and other rules governing the extension of credit. 

Speaking very generally, governments toward the left end of the politi
cal spectrum tend to favor an increase in the rate of economic activity, 
which creates new jobs and reduces unemployment. Governments toward 
the right end of the spectrum tend to favor lower rates of economic activ
ity, which will maintain the value of money by acting as a restraining in
fluence on the rise of prices, and keeping interest rates high. The right 
dislikes inflation most; the left, unemployment. The interests of labor 
weigh more heavily on the left, those of finance on the right. When de
mand management was the central issue in British politics during the 
1950s, one of the best predictors of whether a voter would choose the 
Labour party over the Conservatives was whether he or she rated unem
ployment over inflation as the primary problem facing the economy. 

In specific cases, the question gets rather more complicated. The most fi
nancially restrained of governments may pump money into the economy 



158 Identity, Interest, and Ideology 

to get an expansion going in the months before a general election. Even 
left-wing governments may put on the economic brakes if inflation looks 
to be getting out of hand. 

Some unorthodox theories about demand management have found 
their way into government policy in recent years, with generally unfortu
nate results. The basic relationships were laid out by the great British econ
omist John Maynard Keynes between the two World Wars. Prior to 
Keynes, government budgeting had usually been treated like private bud
geting; it was prudent to run a surplus, and the influence of government 
spending on the economy was ignored. Keynes argued that government 
finance was significant in its impact on the overall level of economic ac
tivity and that governments should rationally not attempt to balance their 
budgets at the end of the fiscal year—which is after all an artificial pe
riod—but over the whole course of the business cycle. That is, govern
ments should run a budgetary surplus when the economy is operating at 
full blast, unemployment is very low, and prices are rising. This will take 
money out of the economy and restrain prices. But government should 
run a deficit during times of recession, to pump money into the economy 
and get economic activity going again. 

In a word, government policies should be countercyclical; they should 
endeavor to counteract undesirable aspects of the economy's activity, not 
reinforce them, as they did at the beginning of the Great Depression. What 
happened then was that as economic activity declined, so did government 
tax revenues; under pre-Keynesian theories, that meant governments 
should reduce their expenditures, which is what was done in most coun
tries; government employees were laid off, thus making the depression 
worse. 

After World War II, Keynes's theories became generally accepted. The 
world experienced dynamic economic growth with only moderate infla
tion, and a sustained period of prosperity. Politically speaking, however, it 
is much easier for a government to run a deficit and spend freely than to 
cut back its expenditures where necessary. The administration of Lyndon 
Johnson in the United States led the movement away from Keynesianism 
during the Vietnam War on the premise that government expenditures did 
not need to be reduced when the economy was operating at full force, be
cause the government budget would be balanced by means of the much 
larger intake of taxes that would result from the high levels of economic 
activity. 

Ronald Reagan carried this argument a step further by professing to be
lieve that greater military spending could be financed by increased tax 
revenues, even while tax rates were being cut. Although this policy led to 
colossal government budgetary deficits, the idea of cutting taxes proved 
so popular that politicians shrank from proposing to raise taxes again to 
bring the budget under control. Meanwhile, the impression that the bud-
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getary deficit was permanently out of control led to the revival of the pre-
Keynesian belief that a deficit was always wrong. Ironically, renewed ide
ological hostility to deficits under any circumstances thus coexisted with 
the reality of colossal deficits fueled partly by the need to pay interest on 
money borrowed to pay off previous deficits, so that political hypocrisy 
and public ignorance grew side by side. 

This situation has arisen because governments have reduced taxes, 
which since the era of Franklin D. Roosevelt were designed to fall more 
heavily on the wealthy. In a masterpiece of public relations, such taxes 
were called "progressive," in that the rate of tax increased as one "pro
gressed" up the income ladder. The well-to-do understandably counterat
tacked against such policies, and were finally successful during the 
Reagan years, with the result that taxes were drastically cut below the 
level necessary to finance continuing government operations. Ironically, 
government continued to get the funds necessary for its operations—al
though those operations were reduced to the point where grave social ills 
that might have been prevented were allowed to grow huge and appar
ently insoluble—primarily from the same source, the well-to-do, but in the 
form of bonds, which required government to pay substantial sums as in
terest, rather than as taxes. 

This shift in economic policy meant the redistribution of income in a re
gressive direction, for several reasons: (1) income taxes were reduced, es
pecially on the wealthy; (2) the shortfall in government income was partly 
made up by increasing regressive taxes, such as the sales tax and social se
curity contributions; (3) in the attempt to move closer to balancing the 
budget, government expenditures were cut; the programs that were easier 
to cut were those that benefited those politically weaker (and thus nor
mally poorer); (4) the continuing deficit made it impossible to begin or 
even to propose new social programs, no matter how badly they were 
needed; (5) the deficit was financed by borrowing (i.e., by issuing govern
ment bonds), so that a lot of what revenue could still be raised went into 
paying interest to the better-off people who invested in government 
bonds; (6) foreign purchasers of government bonds, whose continued sup
port was necessary, favored the maintenance of high interest rates and a 
high valuation of the dollar, which tended to restrict economic growth and 
promote unemployment. 

This set of events requires explanation at a more general level: if we start 
from the premise that in politics people pursue their interests, how did it 
happen that policies so opposed to the interests of the majority of the pub
lic got adopted? Part of the answer is that economic relationships are com
plicated, and—at least in the United States—politicians gave up conducting 
political debate on an accurate but complicated level in favor of oversim
plifying issues into demagogic slogans. Another part of the answer has to 
be that it proved that among the things money could buy was public opin-
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ion—no news, surely, in the country that invented public relations. It turns 
out, that is, that voters, at least sometimes, can be beguiled, bedazzled, or 
befuddled into voting for candidates likely to support policies opposed to 
their interests. The techniques are no secret: misleading advertising, per
sonal attacks, and the promotion of "social issues" that mobilize various 
kinds of prejudice and serve to obscure economic issues. Lincoln said you 
can't fool all the people all the time; but fooling most of them seems to 
work a lot of the time. In the more abstract terms used in this book, ideolo
gies originally developed to reflect interests may come in specific cases to 
be opposed to those interests. 

PLANNING 

Even if governments try to stay aloof from managing the economy on 
the premise that it will do best if left alone, the acts of government neces
sarily affect the economy's performance. In addition simply to adjusting 
the rules of the credit system or the government's own budget so as to in
fluence the overall level of economic activity, governments also engage in 
planning activities to influence the future direction the economy will take. 
Of course, the extreme to which planning reaches is the centralized plan
ning that occurred in the Soviet Union, in which five-year plans were an
nounced that set very specific targets for production for the economy as a 
whole, industry by industry, and factory by factory. In fact a host of things 
went wrong with the plans. Shortages and bottlenecks developed, man
agers resorted to expensive and counterproductive expedients to try to 
meet their planned targets, incentives in the system were often ineffectual 
or counterproductive, and consumer satisfaction was low. 

In the United States and Britain, planning has generally been in bad re
pute as destructive of the advantages that come with a free competitive 
market. Some of those favoring some degree of planning in the West, how
ever, have argued that it is possible to plan with the market, not, as hap
pened in the Soviet Union, against the market. Planning, that is, need not 
seek to replace the market system, but can introduce new incentives or dis
incentives so that in making their own free and self-interested decisions, in
dividuals can be influenced to behave in one way or another. That is what 
happens in any case in the United States and Western Europe, as people 
change their behavior to take into account new tax laws, tariff rates, or 
health and safety regulations. Those favoring planning in conjunction with 
the free market system—what is sometimes called in the United States "in
dustrial policy"—argue that planning takes place in any case, but it is on a 
piecemeal basis, with the legislature and individual regulatory agencies in
troducing all kinds of incentives and disincentives into the system with no 
overall attempt at coordination to see that they do not conflict with each 
other or that the overall result guides the economy in the desired direction. 
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Some developed countries have in fact had great success with systems 
of coordinated economic planning that work with, and not against, the 
market. The substantial economic growth France has experienced since 
World War II, for example, owes a great deal to its system of indicative plan
ning, under which the expenditures of government itself, and the incen
tives and disincentives introduced by monetary and fiscal policy, have 
been designed to steer the economy into the most productive channels, to 
take advantage of developing opportunities, and to promote industries in 
which France expects to have a long-term comparative advantage. Japan, 
similarly, combines a free market with a government planning mecha
nism, but one that relies on explicit "guidance" communicated to indus
trialists by government bureaucrats, and not just on anonymous fiscal and 
monetary incentives alone. Of course the Japanese style in economic plan
ning is consistent with other norms of Japanese society that emphasize co
operation, authority, discipline, and attention to detail. A feature of the 
Clinton administration was the attempt to move the United States more in 
the direction of a coordinated economic strategy than had previously been 
the case. 

KEY TERMS 

campaign contributions Public Service Commission 

graduated (progressive) taxation demand management 
regressive taxation countercyclical 
codetermination indicative planning 
socialization of industry 
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THE NATION-STATE 

International relations should logically be discussed at this point in our 
study, since many of the themes dealt with in previous chapters con
tribute to the understanding of how international relations works. Al
though the term commonly used is "international relations/' the relations 
we are concerned with are those among states; it would be more correct to 
speak of "interstate relations." The assumption is normally made that na
tions and states are the same thing, and this may be commonly true, es
pecially if the state has been in existence for a long time and has been able 
to develop feelings of a common history and identity among its citizens, 
together with the use of a common language. Nevertheless, many cases 
continue to exist where the state and the nation are not identical. Within 
multinational states different national groups frequently come into con
flict; members of a national group left outside the boundaries of a state 
can be the cause of irredentist agitation. Today, however, identification 
between state, the political unit, and nation, approximately the common-
language unit, is taken to be the norm, so that states are automatically as
sumed to be nation-states. 

Yet the nation-state has not always been the fundamental unit in inter
national relations. In some periods of its history, the world has been dom
inated by multinational empires, by transnational churches, or by tribal 
units without the apparatus of statehood. After the decay of the Roman 
Empire, medieval Europe saw a patchwork of sovereignties with, until 
the Reformation, a vague overriding allegiance owed to the Catholic 
Church and the pope. One by one, relying sometimes on force, on diplo
macy, and even on the doctrine of sovereignty, the modern nation-states 
arose: Britain, France, Spain, and, late in the nineteenth century, Germany 
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and Italy. The pattern was carried to the overseas colonies, to Latin Amer
ica and Africa, where lines of convenience drawn on the map hardened 
over time into boundaries between separate sovereignties and national 
identities. 

State boundaries in Asia, similarly, have arisen out of the interaction be
tween ethnic and linguistic demarcations and the lines imposed on the 
map by successive empires, of both Asian and European origins; with the 
difference of the extraordinary longevity of the colossal Chinese Empire, 
which might be conquered—and even temporarily partitioned—but in the 
long run retained its identity and, approximately, its borders. 

Establishing itself as sovereign means that the nation-state monopolizes 
the legitimate use of force within its territorial boundaries. It asserts its 
claim to legitimate authority. As a nation as well as a state, it asserts its 
claim to be the individual's primary focus of loyalty. The nation-state may 
demand a portion of our property as tax, it may demand that we abandon 
our families to serve in its armies, or even that we sacrifice our lives in obe
dience to its laws. 

Thus the fundamental problem in interstate relations arises: if states are 
sovereign and pursue exclusively only those human interests identified 
with state interests, how are other human interests to be served? If each 
state is concerned only with its own interests, how are the interests of the 
whole species and the whole planet to be defended and promoted? If the 
leaders of any given state take only that state's interests into account, why 
should they hesitate to inflict suffering on the citizens of states other than 
their own? 

THE NATIONAL INTEREST 

The nature of the problem is clear in terms of the framework with which 
we have been working in this book. Individuals have a variety of identities 
and therefore of interests. Only one of those identities is as a citizen of the 
nation-state, yet, according to the absolutist logic of sovereignty, that is the 
only interest that will be served. The state demands that you serve it, to the 
extent of participating in its wars as a soldier, even though you may have 
responsibilities as a spouse and a parent that conflict with the soldier's role. 
It may require you to enter into combat against subjects of another state 
who are your coreligionists, even your personal friends. It pursues its in
terests without regard to the interests, even the lives, of subjects of another 
state, even though we may fully sympathize with them as fellow human 
beings. The nation-state represents only one of my multiple identities; yet it 
lays claim to all of my loyalty and assumes a monopoly of all power. 

The leaders of the state, however, can argue that they will be violating 
their trust if they concern themselves with any loyalties other than that to 
the state. They cannot take any other interests into account, in the sense 
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that they stand in a fiduciary relationship to the political community orga
nized as a state. They are hired by the state to serve its interests, that is, 
and may not allow themselves to be influenced by other considerations; 
just as a stockbroker retained by an individual violates his legal responsi
bilities if he allows himself to be influenced by considerations other than 
the financial interests of his client. 

Let's assume it is prior to 1991 and you tell your stockbroker to invest 
your funds where they secure the highest short-term rate of return. That 
may be provided, let us say, by South African government bonds. If he 
does not invest in those bonds because he feels it would be wrong to pro
vide any support to a government pursuing what he considers to be the 
immoral policy of apartheid, and instead invests the funds in other bonds 
that provide a lower rate of return, then your broker has exceeded his re
sponsibilities and violated his trust. Are not leaders of the government of 
a nation-state in a similar position? Is not their job only to promote the ma
terial interests of their constituents? 

APARTHEID 

Although segregation of blacks from whites had been widely practiced in 
South Africa previously, when the Nationalist Party came to power in 1948 it 
imposed a systematic compulsory policy of apartheid (pronounced "a-part-
haydt"), or "apartness" which not only segregated whites from blacks, but in 
many respects established separate areas for Asians and "colored" (that is, mu
latto) people. The system lacked even the pretense of "separate but equal" fa
cilities that was used as a cover for segregation in the United States at the time, 
but was based on the clear assumption of white polit ical and economic su
premacy. Although blacks constituted at the time over two-thirds of the South 
African population, only 12 percent of the land area was set aside for black 
ownership. 

The system involved internal passports, heavy penalties for violation of a myr
iad of rules, many of them petty and illogical even in terms of the system itself, 
and a prohibition of intermarriage. Apartheid was finally abandoned in principle 
by the F. W. de Klerk government in 1991, although the intention of the ruling 
Nationalist Party was clearly to maintain the social and economic position of the 
Dutch-descended Afrikaner population in more internationally acceptable ways. 
A principal reason for the change was international economic pressure. The first 
nonracial elections, held in 1994, saw the African National Congress become the 
largest party and a black president, Nelson Mandela, elected. 

In the classic model of the free-market economy, individuals pursue 
their own interests but the resultant economic activity "as if guided by an 
invisible hand" results—given some assumptions—in the greatest mater
ial welfare for the greatest number. To be sure, a few government regula-



170 Identity, Interest, and Ideology 

tions, such as the prohibition of price-fixing, are necessary for the model to 
work in this manner. Is it possible to organize the world of sovereign states 
in such a manner that competitive state behavior will nevertheless result 
in the greatest good for the whole human race, rather than leading to war 
and destruction? 

THE BALANCE OF POWER 

In traditional international relations thinking, an affirmative answer to 
that question is possible. There is a self-regulating model of the world of 
sovereign states analogous to the self-regulating model of the free-market 
economy. The mechanism in interstate relations is similar to the one Madi
son recommended for a national political system: it is that ambition be 
checked by ambition, interest be balanced against interest. This system of 
checks and balances in the international arena is known as the balance of 
power. How it works is that each state, jealous of its autonomy and sover
eignty, will be on the lookout against any state that seems to be trying to 
extend its hegemony. Perhaps individually a state might not be able to 
withstand an attack or an ultimatum from a state trying to dominate the 
world; but together, in alliance, states will be able to put together enough 
military force to be able to defeat the hegemonic state if it should try to in
vade or annex one of them. Thus, as states rise and fall in power, alliances 
will shift so that a combination of states will always form a defensive al
liance against any one state that threatens to rule the world. During the 
seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, politics in Europe was 
managed along balance-of-power lines, with Britain shifting from one de
fensive alliance to another to the extent that it became known as "perfidi
ous Albion." 

Circumstances make it more feasible for a balance-of-power system to 
act so as to check aggressive war at some times rather than at others. Dur
ing the period of superpower confrontation known as the Cold War, the 
United States and the Soviet Union so far outweighed other states that a 
balance between them was maintained more by the weapons each could 
array than by the alliance partners they could enlist. 

Balance-of-power politics do not necessarily avoid war all the time. 
Sometimes the aggressive power is not deterred by the opposing coalition, 
generally because of the miscalculation or irrationality of the leader of the 
aggressive power. Of course, it could be said in general that if leaders of 
states always acted rationally and with adequate information, wars would 
never be fought, since the state that is going to lose the war would realize 
that fact and would instead negotiate the best deal it could instead of fight
ing to defeat. 

Nevertheless, the balance of power does have a role to play in moderat
ing interstate politics. Moreover, the balance of power exists not only in 
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the military dimension but also in the economic. A coalition that can 
arrange an economic boycott of an aggressive state, especially if it can 
deny it a crucial ingredient of its war effort such as petroleum, can have a 
potent deterrent effect. 

BUREAUCRACY AND DEMOCRACY IN FOREIGN POLICY 

Perhaps the phenomenon of bureaucratic behavior mitigates pursuit of 
national interest. The model of states pursuing their national interest pre
supposes that officials, elected and appointed, act in the public interest, as 
their formal roles require. As we know from studying bureaucracy, how
ever, public servants promote not only the interests that their formal roles 
require, but also those that derive from their other identities—in other 
words, they promote their individual careers and the interests of their or
ganizations. At the same time, powerful pressure groups are attempting to 
get the public interest defined in such a way as to reflect their private in
terests. So in practice countries deviate from what you or I might say were 
their national interests. This doesn't help in solving the problem, though, 
because nations continue to pursue competitively and unscrupulously 
what they define as their national interests, even though various deforma
tions reflecting particular individual and group interests have entered into 
the way those national interests were defined. 

Perhaps in a democracy, though, the message that the people have a va
riety of identities and thus of interests not exhausted by their interest as cit
izens of the state, transmitted through their legislative representatives, can 
exercise restraint on the single-minded state-centered logic of the executive 
branch. Can the independent role of legislatures, as the people's represen
tatives, bring moderation and balance to world politics? A little, perhaps; 
but the logic of the presumed requirements of the conduct of foreign policy, 
such as for secrecy, act so as to strengthen the executive in relation to the 
legislature, the courts, and the institutions of accounting and control. 

It is in foreign policy especially that a constitutional system of checks 
and balances is most likely to break down and the executive branch to be 
given virtually a free hand, which means that it is all too likely that colos
sal mistakes will be committed; that actions will be arbitrary, without ade
quate thought and consultation; that arrogance will be encouraged; and 
that there will be little check on the substitution of politicians' career in
terests for the public interest. 

A mystique of the necessity for secrecy envelops any discussion of mili
tary affairs and foreign intelligence-gathering; but secrecy requirements 
can be made to apply to other phases of the conduct of international rela
tions as well. This can be taken to mean that members of the legislature 
cannot be brought fully into participation in the making of foreign policy, 
and that much policy has to be made in secrecy by executive branch offi-
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cials. Moreover, any policy involving the moving of troops becomes in
fused with the rules for discipline, secrecy, and instantaneous decision-
making that are the norm in military organizations. 

To be sure, some constraints on executive power remain, in the voting of 
budgets by the legislature and in informal consultation with legislative lead
ers. In the United States the Constitution requires that treaties be approved 
by the Senate, which encourages the executive to keep Senate leaders in
formed in areas where a treaty may eventually result. But constitutional and 
legislative restraints are frequently evaded by the executive branch. For ex
ample, the U.S. Constitution stipulates that only Congress may make a dec
laration of war. Nevertheless, presidents (most especially during the 
twentieth century, although the practice was begun by Thomas Jefferson) 
have fought wars without a congressional declaration, simply using their 
powers as commanders-in-chief of the armed forces, clearly an evasion of 
the constitutional mandate. In Jefferson's day, this was merely a question of 
naval action against North African pirates, while for Theodore Roosevelt 
and William Howard Taft this meant sending a small contingent of marines 
into a Caribbean island. Harry Truman fought a major war in Korea, while 
Presidents Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon involved the United States in a 
protracted and unsuccessful war in Vietnam without the Congress ever 
making a declaration of war. In each of the latter cases, however, Congress 
supported the president's actions by passing resolutions and voting funds— 
although on occasion Congress's assent to the president's actions was se
cured by his misrepresenting the facts to them, as Lyndon Johnson did in the 
Tonkin Bay incident. 

Reluctant to become again bogged down in a military adventure fol
lowing the failure in Vietnam, Congress has tried to cover similar contin
gencies by legislation. The War Powers Act requires the president to notify 
Congress and secure congressional approval when circumstances arise in 
which he intends to use force, but President Ronald Reagan successfully 
evaded the provisions of the Act and misrepresented to Congress his ad
ministration's thinly disguised undercover wars in Central America. 

Woodrow Wilson argued that democracies were less likely to go to war 
than authoritarian regimes, and believed that by breaking up the old Aus-
tro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires, and by converting Germany from 
an empire to a republic, when those states were defeated in World War I, 
he was contributing to the creation of a world without war. Wilson had a 
good point: dictators are less subject to rational calculation, more intent on 
personal glory, and less heedful of the human cost of war, than democratic 
regimes can be expected to be. Certainly World War I had its origins in the 
rival dynastic ambitions of the German, Austro-Hungarian, and Russian 
Empires, and in the autocratic incompetence of the German emperor, Wil-
helm II. World War II was begun by a dictatorial regime in Germany, allied 
with dictatorships in Italy and Japan. 



International Relations 173 

THE END OF EMPIRES 

World War I was the end of four empires that occupied Eastern and Central 
Europe: the Russian, German, Ottoman, and Austro-Hungarian. Revolution 
ended the Russian Empire, and defeat in the war the other three. Each of the 
empires had been ruling over peoples of nationalities different from that of the 
ruling group and, in keeping with the doctrines of nationalism and the nation-
state that were dominant at the t ime, those regions were reconstituted as na
tion-states. Under the leadership of the victorious powers, dominated by the 
figure of Woodrow Wilson of the United States, the Treaty of Versailles, which 
put an end to the war, established new states such as Yugoslavia and Czecho
slovakia; Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia were reconstituted, and Albania, Ro
mania, and Hungary were given their independence. Many of these states were 
to lose their autonomy again under the onslaught of the Nazi advance and the 
reconstitution of the Russian Empire in the form of the Soviet Union. At the end 
of World War II, however, the states subjugated by Hitler's Germany were again 
given their autonomy. 

With the breakup of the Soviet Union, another process of fission set in. But this 
time there was no Versailles conference to supervise the drawing up of boundary 
lines, and to see that smaller nationalities that had some historic connection were 
grouped together in federations such as Yugoslavia. In fact, the reverse process 
took place. In the last decade of the twentieth century, the process of national 
subdivision seemed to go on and on like the demonstration of a mathematical re-
ductio ad absurdum. 

Of course, not all democracies are peaceful and not all dictatorships 
begin wars. Stalin tried desperately to avoid going to war against Hitler; 
Francisco Franco, the dictator of Spain, stayed out of World War II despite 
Hitler's attempts to get him involved. Nor should we become complacent 
about the peacefulness of democracies; democracies can be misled by 
disingenuous leaders. Lyndon Johnson was not the first president to or
ganize congressional and popular support for belligerent action by mis
representing the facts. In the 1840s, President James K. Polk set up frontier 
clashes with Mexican troops that he could blame on the Mexicans and use 
as an excuse for an aggressive war to conquer Mexican territory (although 
Congressman Abraham Lincoln opposed the war and Henry David 
Thoreau went to jail in Concord, Massachusetts, rather than pay a tax that 
would help finance it). Moreover, public opinion can sometimes be ex
cited and led astray by jingoistic newspaper campaigns, the classical in
stance being how William Randolph Hearst inflamed the U.S. public by 
sensationalist and misleading reporting in 1898 so as to provoke war be
tween the United States and Spain over Cuba. 

Because of cases like the role of the press and public opinion in bring
ing on the Spanish-American War, some observers have argued that pub-
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lie opinion in a democracy is necessarily unreliable or warlike; and that 
public opinion and the representatives of that opinion in Congress should 
be excluded from the making of foreign policy, which has subtleties that 
can only be understood by a small elite of practitioners of Realpolitik (a 
policy based on the cold calculation of national interest, unqualified by 
constraints of ideology, moral principle, or humanitarian considerations). 
In fact, in line with these arguments, U.S. foreign policy since the end of 
World War II has been dominated by an "establishment" of elite foreign 
policy specialists, characterized ironically by the writer David Halberstam 
as "the best and the brightest." While this elite had many successes, its ar
rogance and narrow-mindedness contributed to many failures of U.S. pol
icy, of which Vietnam was only one. True to the dictum of Friedrich Engels 
(not Hegel, as is usually said) that history repeats itself, with the original 
tragedy being replayed as farce, the national security institutions and 
covert operations mechanisms created by this professional establishment 
of Ivy League foreign policy specialists and Wall Street lawyers in the Tru
man era ended up in the hands of the clownish operatives of the 1980s— 
who were certainly anything but the best and the brightest—who 
blundered their way through such black comedies as providing arms to 
the Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran, blowing up eighty innocent bystanders in 
Beirut in a failed attempt to assassinate a terrorist leader, and organizing 
and financing "anti-Communist" forces in Central America that massa
cred peasants, stole U.S. funds, and smuggled illegal drugs into the United 
States. This was covert policymaking carried to the absurdest of extremes. 
One can only hope that the post-Cold War era will see a diminution in the 
insistence on secrecy, irresponsibility, and violence. Perhaps what has been 
principally wrong with U.S. foreign policy in recent years has not been too 
much democracy but too little. 

"REALISM" AND "IDEALISM" IN U.S. FOREIGN POLICY 

The theoretical debate over the appropriate foreign policy for the United 
States has often been expressed as a conflict between "realism" and "ide
alism." "Realism," a term apparently adapted from the German Realpoli
tik, presents itself as a hard-headed, unsentimental pursuit of the national 
interest; "idealism," in this perspective, is a mushy, confused attempt to 
impose wishful thinking on the world. As the reader will readily appreci
ate, this model is at odds with the approach taken in this book, which 
treats ideals as not opposed to interests, but as a generalized statement of 
interests. The difference between the two perspectives really lies in whose 
interests are to be given priority. In the realist approach, the priority inter
est is that of the nation-state, while the approach the realists characterize 
as idealist puts as its priority the interests of individuals and of the species 
as a whole. Realism per se is not a factor. Any objective may be pursued 
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more or less realistically; realism should more properly be said to charac
terize means rather than ends. If we wanted to play word-games, we could 
argue that the individual and the species are entities in many senses more 
real than the nation-state, which is a kind of legal fiction. But the point re
mains that national leaders are hired by the nation-state, so they can be ex
pected to put the national interest first. 

However, it is not necessarily clear how the concept of national interest 
should translate into specific interests in a specific case, and in fact what 
passes for the national interest is very frequently the interest of the more 
potent economic pressure groups, such as the oil lobby or the military-
industrial complex, which have enough political or bureaucratic influence 
to get their objectives anointed as national interests. There may be an ad
ditional irony involved in incorporating the interests of a corporation into 
the set of national interests, since often the corporation is in fact multina
tional in ownership and management. On one occasion, the Nixon admin
istration brought pressure on the Peruvian government to settle a dispute 
in favor of the International Petroleum Corporation, which turned out to 
be of Canadian and not U.S. nationality, insofar as a corporation can even 
be said to have a nationality. 

The doctrine of realism, with its single-minded state-centeredness, had 
a long intellectual tradition in Germany and Austria, and began its career 
in the United States in the writings of German and Austrian emigre schol
ars. Realism is essentially an extrapolation from the doctrine of sover
eignty, constructed from its basic premises with the logical thoroughness 
known in German as Grundlichkeit. This doctrine was congenial to the cir
cumstances of Prussia, an artificially constructed state with no natural 
boundaries, whose essential nature was not as a society but as a state— 
that is, whose characteristic features were its monarch, its ruling class, its 
military, and its bureaucracy, without which it would have been hard to 
distinguish from any of the other many German states that existed before 
a united Germany was created in 1870. Ironically, again, for what is real 
and what is ideal, the Prussian state and its successor, the German Empire, 
were highly romanticized and idealized constructs, and the state's "official 
story"—the monarch, as Frederick the Great put it, was only "the first ser
vant of his people," the Prussian state was humanity's highest form of so
cial development, as Hegel wrote, or even the actualization of Kant's 
categorical imperative—could give rise to a doctrine that was realist only 
in a contorted and counterintuitive sense. 

The central problem we are dealing with here, however, is not the au
thenticity or spuriousness of the terms used, nor the intellectual history of 
a particular concept, but the irreducible facts that still in the world today 
what power does not lie with multinational corporations and international 
financial institutions lies in the hands of the leaders of national govern
ments, and that the nation-state commands armies, can impose criminal 
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penalties on those who disobey its laws, and runs educational systems 
that indoctrinate people with loyalty to itself. If we wish to be realistic in 
our idealism, so to speak, we have to justify in terms of national interest 
any purposes we may wish to promote that differ from the self-aggran
dizement of the nation-state. Any other interests that are to be served must 
be shown to be also national interests. 

In practice, a certain amount of this goes on by subterfuge—tender
hearted people in positions of influence manage somehow to get it de
clared in the interest of the nation-state to feed hungry children or to 
oppose the torturing of political prisoners, no matter what passports the 
individuals involved may hold, just as the representatives of some corpo
rations manage to get their profitability included as a vital national inter
est. But for conscientious theorists, this is not good enough. Is there a way 
in which the interest of humanity in peace, democracy, liberty, and welfare 
can be shown to be in the interest of the United States, so that the most 
loyal foreign policy bureaucrat, following national policy guidelines 
scrupulously, can act so as to promote those objectives? If the answer is 
yes, this would provide a much more reliable way of promoting such ob
jectives than to accept the view that they are inconsistent with the realistic 
pursuit of national interest but should be pursued anyway. 

In fact, a powerful argument can be made that normally it is indeed in 
the narrow self-interest of the United States to promote world peace, jus
tice, and welfare. An ideological doctrine that reconciles fundamental U.S. 
national interests with the interests of people of other countries would fea
ture the following arguments: 

1. It makes sense for the United States to promote democratic govern
ments elsewhere in the world, since governments based on the same prin
ciples tend to sympathize with each other. Democratic governments 
sympathize with other democratic governments. This has been true since 
the Peloponnesian War, when the Athenians established democracies in 
the city-states they conquered, and the Spartans oligarchies. 

2. Governments that do the bidding of the United States only because 
their leaders are opportunistic or bribed are unreliable, and are likely in 
the future, or even covertly today, to be pursuing some policies at odds 
with the interests of the United States. This was seen in extreme form in 
the case of Manuel Noriega of Panama, removed from power in a U.S. mil
itary operation ordered by President George Bush, who was working as a 
sort of "double agent" for both the United States and Cuba, although his 
primary loyalty was to his bank account. 

3. Democracies are less likely to fight wars and engage in foreign ad
ventures. In fact, when ostensible democracies engage in warlike foreign 
adventures, it usually happens that their governments have evaded or 
subverted their own democratic procedures in order to do so. Constitu-
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tional democratic procedures are an inhibitor of international mischief-
making. 

Democracies may intervene abroad out of generous impulses in ways 
that are not thought through and may have adverse consequences. How
ever, they are much less likely to fight premeditated wars of aggression. 

4. The abiding U.S. foreign policy tradition of opposing restrictions on 
international trade (the "open door" policy) has generally promoted 
American economic interests, since U.S. businesses were better able to 
compete in an unrestricted market. (However, exceptions were made in 
the policy when it seemed clear that specific American interests would 
be hurt by it.) As a general ideological principle, the "open door" is in 
the interest of people everywhere because on the whole unimpeded free 
trade promotes general prosperity, as Adam Smith showed 200 years 
ago. Moreover, as Josef Schumpeter argued more recently, capitalism 
promotes world peace, not only because it gives people an economic in
terest in getting along with each other instead of fighting each other, but 
also because capitalism replaced the preexisting monarchic and feudal 
systems, which supported an aristocratic military class that had an inter
est in fighting wars. However, there are very real human costs imposed 
in an abrupt transition from protection to free trade, and consideration 
should always be given to transitory steps to stretch out and cushion ad
verse effects. 

5. There is a U.S. economic interest in supporting higher standards of 
living abroad. Lower standards of living mean that goods can be produced 
more cheaply and undersell American products on world markets. For 
this reason, it was sound U.S. policy in the 1960s and 1970s to finance the 
American trade union federation, the AFL-CIO, in promoting union orga
nization abroad. Unfortunately, the program was taken over by the Cen
tral Intelligence Agency (CIA), which used it as a cover to recruit foreign 
agents, bribe officials, and subvert leftist governments. 

6. Visible support by the United States for policies of welfare and social 
justice abroad creates a reservoir of goodwill toward the United States. 
Commenting on the U.S. policy of supporting military dictators in Latin 
America during the 1950s, Venezuelan president Romulo Betancourt said 
"I don't understand why the United States cultivates the dictators who 
will pass and not the people who will remain." 

Betancourt's comment raises another point. Foreign ministries often set 
their sights on short-term day-to-day objectives tied in with the fate of spe
cific individual political leaders, who are favored or disfavored depending 
on their attitudes toward current U.S. policy objectives. Governments get 
punished or rewarded as they go along with the policy du jour—to break 
relations with Cuba, to vote against a U.N. resolution condemning Israel— 
but lasting solutions demand attention to the fundamental underlying 
forces of history. Subverting a popular government in Iran in order to 
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reimpose the monarchy, or one in Guatemala in order to impose rule by a 
military dictator backed by a handful of large landowners, as orchestrated 
by the CIA for the U.S. government in the 1950s, are examples of policies 
that try to work against, not with, the direction in which history is moving. 
Otto von Bismarck once said that one cannot create the forces of history; 
one can only jump aboard and hope to steer. And former Secretary of State 
Dean Acheson wrote with great insight that the statesman has to be a gar
dener, not a mechanic. 

7. As the leading world power, the United States is likely to be drawn 
into fighting in situations of conflict that may start out not involving any 
obvious U.S. interests. It is less costly and more effective to play a role in 
promoting just, and therefore long-lasting, settlements of disputes in their 
early stages, even those in which the United States apparently has no 
stake, rather than to allow them to escalate and spread until the United 
States finally gets sucked into an impossible situation The situation that 
developed in 1994 and 1995 in the former Yugoslavia illustrates this point 
clearly. 

KEY TERMS 
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T
he world today is organized on the 

basis of nation-states—that is, states whose populations approximate na
tional communities. The definitions of what constitutes a nation vary a 
great deal, since for every definition offered an exception can be found. 
For example, if a nation is defined as a set of people bound together by a 
common language, one can cite the case of Switzerland, where there are 
four official national languages; if a common territory is the criterion used, 
an exception must be made for the Jewish people, which lacked a territory 
until the State of Israel was created in 1948. What this means is that the 
only necessary defining characteristic of a nation is subjective—a psycho
logical consciousness of national identity. 

Although this subjective identification with the nation is the only indis
pensable defining characteristic, it is not an arbitrary feeling but reflects 
and grows out of several typical objective facts, the most common of 
which are use of a common language and a history of common experi
ences. Thus the set of nations in the world is not fixed; new nations come 
into existence, and old ones sometimes disappear. An Arab Palestinian na
tionality has developed over the last half-century, for example, reinforced 
by the struggle to establish a state free of Israeli domination. 

Sometimes, that is, a new state can come into being to reflect the exis
tence of a nationality that already exists, as in the case of Israel. Alterna
tively, however, the nationality may be created out of the common 
experiences lived through the years by people who happen to be drawn 
into the boundaries of a specific state quite arbitrarily. Thus German-
speaking Austrians were left outside the boundaries of the German Empire 
when that was formed in 1870. Their separate existence over the years re
inforced the concept of Austrian nationality as something distinct from 
German nationality, despite the attempt by Adolf Hitler, himself born an 
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Austrian, to erase the distinction by annexing Austria to Germany from 
1938 to 1945. If the East German "German Democratic Republic," on the 
territory occupied by the Red Army in 1945 and converted into a separate 
state in 1949, had survived, eventually a separate East German nationality 
would have developed out of those years of separate existence.1 Mikhail 
Gorbachev's abandonment of the maintenance by force of Russian control 
of Eastern Europe, however, left the East Germans free to rejoin the West 
German Federal Republic. 

ADOLF HITLER (1889 -1945 ) 

Born in Braunau, Austria, Hitler became chancellor (head of government) of 
Germany in 1933. He ruled until 1945, committing suicide as Germany faced de
feat in World War II, which he had brought about. Appealing through emotional 
oratory to a population humiliated by defeat in World War I, crushed first by a 
runaway inflation as the 1920s began and then by a world depression as they 
ended, Hitler built his National Socialist (Nazi) Party to the largest in popular 
votes by 1932. It never reached a majority in free elections, however, and Hitler 
was appointed chancellor by President Paul von Hindenburg, an aging former 
general, only as a result of the intrigues of right-wing politicians who hoped to 
use Hitler's popular support to promote their own fortunes. 

Hitler used the republic's own constitutional procedures to destroy it, creating 
a dictatorship bent on a war of revenge against France and Britain and of con
quest in Central and Eastern Europe. Early successes in 1939 and 1940 were fol
lowed by reverses when a quick conquest of Russia proved impossible and when 
the United States entered the war in 1941. Hitler's grandiose dreams of a "new 
order" in Europe based on rule by the Germanic ("Aryan") race over enslaved 
Slavs and others included the confinement in concentration camps under terri
ble conditions of political opponents of the regime—leftists, homosexuals, Jews, 
and Gypsies—and the subsequent organized mass killings of Gypsies and some 6 
mill ion Jews in his "final solution" to the Jewish question, which became known 
as "the Holocaust." 

All over Africa nations are in the process of creation, consisting of sets of 
people that happened to live within the boundary lines drawn arbitrarily 
on the map of Africa by European colonial powers meeting a hundred 
years ago at the Congress of Berlin. This process is still in an early stage, 
however, and most people's primary identification is probably still with 
their locality and their language group, which causes conflict both within 
and between states. 

The experience of Africa is not unique in this regard. The boundary lines 
of the early states of Europe did not coincide with the boundaries between 
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MIKHAIL SERGEYEVICH GORBACHEV (1931-  )  

The tragic last ruler of the Soviet Union, Gorbachev became secretary general 
of the Soviet Communist party—the dominant figure in the country's govern
ment—with the conviction that the totalitarian system established by Josef Stalin, 
even in the watered-down version presided over by Stalin's successors, had to 
end. The stagnation of the era in which Leonid Brezhnev ruled the county 
(1964-82) was characterized by an economic machine slowly producing less and 
less, and even that of goods that the consumer did not want, by a wasteful and 
dangerous military machine, and by a political discourse of pompous lies that no
body believed. Refusing to use military force to repress the Soviet satellites of 
Eastern Europe, Gorbachev allowed them to recover their autonomy. He closed 
down the Soviet military adventure in Afghanistan and negotiated far-reaching 
arms-control agreements with the United States. At home, he moved in the di
rection of perestroika, the restructuring of Soviet political and economic institu
tions, and glasnost, openness in politics. 

Gorbachev became a tragically doomed figure as his unwillingness to use 
repression allowed those opposed to his programs to flourish, and the exam
ple of the regained autonomy of the East European satellites encouraged mi
nority nationalities within the Soviet Union itself to assert their autonomy; as 
he attempted to dismantle the command economy without having a clear idea 
of how to achieve the mixed social market economy he wanted to put in its 
place; and as his attempt to balance off old-style Soviet polit icians and bu
reaucrats against new liberal and democratic forces whi le maintaining poli t i 
cal control himself succeeded in alienating both sides. The incompetent 
rightist leaders who attempted a coup against him in 1990 failed to secure 
power for themselves but they managed to dislodge it from Gorbachev's 
hands, and he was unable to regain his authority. 

people of different national identities. Territories were conquered or 
bartered among rulers without consulting the wishes, or considering the 
ethnic identities, of their inhabitants, while several early states were col
lections of dissimilar territories that monarchs had happened to acquire 
through inheritance or marriage. Moreover, the motivation of rulers in tar
geting new territories for acquisition was not particularly to unite people 
of similar language and other characteristics, but often only strategic: to at
tain defensible boundaries along a river or a range of mountains, for ex
ample. Thus the formation of a nationality may follow rather than precede 
the establishment of a state. The Welsh and the Scots consider themselves 
quite distinct from the English, even within contemporary Britain. But the 
English themselves are an amalgam of Angles, Saxons, Jutes, Celts, Danes, 
and Normans. 
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THE CREATION OF NATIONAL UNITY 

Modern states try to create a strong national consciousness among their 
citizens through the promotion of symbols such as a national flag and a 
national anthem, but especially by instituting programs of education in 
the early grades which glorify national history and constitute a source of 
national consciousness and pride. Much of this patriotic history taught in 
the schools has, at least to an outsider, a slightly ridiculous air to it. Chil
dren are taught a whitewashed version of history, in which national lead
ers embodied all the virtues and state policy was always unselfish and 
noble. 

PREJUDICE 

Normally, an important component of one's identity is identification with a par
ticular ethnic group, which requires a conceptualization of the boundaries of that 
group and the identification of other groups as different and alien. In itself, this 
need not occasion hostility to different sets of people, but that does sometimes 
follow. Hostility to other ethnic groups may grow out of a sense of historical griev
ance, passed on in the stories of older people. It may also develop out of personal 
experience or observation, when one or two instances of unwelcome behavior by 
members of a particular ethnic, racial, or religious group are taken to reflect a per
manent characteristic of all members of that group. 

One antidote to prejudice is a sophisticated understanding of what kinds of 
behavior can be expected generally of human beings in given sets of circum
stances (such as discrimination and deprivation), how much attitudes and be
haviors reflect cultural patterns, the role that class and education play in 
behavior, and so on. However, the best single antidote to prejudice and dis
crimination is an individualist conception of society, in which individuals are 
not prejudged and opportunities are not denied them on the basis of what some
one else of similar identity may or may not have done, but in which each indi
vidual is allowed a chance to participate in the full range of the activities of 
society and the economy and is judged only on the basis of his or her own per
formance. The same comments apply to prejudice based on gender as to that 
based on ethnicity. 

There is also a sinister side to the state's attempt to foster a common na
tional identity. Genocide, the mass killing of people of minority nationali-
ties, often in order to have a single common nationality for all citizens, has 
occurred many times during the twentieth century. The most notorious 
case is that of Hitler's slaughter of the Jews and Gypsies of Europe. The 
most recent is the "ethnic cleansing" conducted by Serbs trying to build a 
greater Serbia out of the ruins of the former federal state of Yugoslavia by 
killing Bosnian Muslims and frightening the survivors into fleeing their 
homes. Less known are the several massacres of Armenians resident in 
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Turkey that took place over the last century, the most atrocious in 1914. 
The tyrant of the Dominican Republic, Rafael Trujillo, ordered the mas
sacre of all Haitians living in the Dominican Republic in 1937. Stalin fol
lowed the ancient Incas of Peru in trying to create a homogeneous 
nationality by large-scale transfer of populations from one part of the em
pire to another, cutting them off from their roots and mixing them with 
people of other ethnic identities. People of Turkish origin were forced by 
the Bulgarian government of Todor Zhivkov, ousted in 1989, to adopt Bul
garian names. The Turkish government itself long denied the existence of 
the Kurdish nationality within Turkey and prohibited the use of the Kur
dish language in public. 

Even without such compulsion, the passage of time is likely to lead to 
the greater ascendancy of the majority language and identification with 
the nation-state rather than with a minority ethnic subculture. The experi
ence of living for some time under a common government, subject to the 
same laws, exposed to the same messages through the mass communica
tions media, and experiencing the same set of economic ups and downs, 
provides the basis for a growing national identity. 

This point is illustrated negatively by the difficulties of forging a com
mon national identity in Canada. There are two official languages, English 
and French, which embody different cultures; but an additional inhibitor 
of the growth of a strong national identity is that the Canadian population 
is spread out in a vast territory while the main cities are stretched in a line 
not far north of the border with the United States. As a result, a Canadian 
city is likely to be closer to an American city than it is to other cities in 
Canada. Many Canadians are more aware of what is going on in the 
United States than they are of what is going on elsewhere in Canada. 

NATIONALITY AND STATE BOUNDARIES 

A host of problems arise where the boundaries of the nation and of the 
state do not coincide. These problems are of several types. Where one large 
ethnic group coexists with a smaller one, it is all too likely that the majority 
ethnic group will monopolize positions of power and discriminate against 
the minority. Where distinct national groups of approximately equal num
bers coexist, however, outright conflict and civil war are always a possi
bility, as the tragic recent history of Lebanon illustrates, unless an 
agreement is reached by the leaders of the different national groups to 
share offices. Arend Lijphart has analyzed the circumstances in which 
such an agreement can prevent conflict, under the name of consociational 
democracy. 

Where the minority ethnic group is concentrated in a specific geo
graphic area, it may campaign for secession from the national community 
and the establishment of its own state. Sometimes the demand is made not 
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for secession but only for autonomy—that is, local self-government. Typi
cally, however, the central authorities take the view that autonomy opens 
the door to eventual secession and are therefore reluctant to concede such 
autonomy. Where members of the minority nationality occupy territory 
contiguous to a national border across which lies a state in which their fel
low nationals are in the majority, that neighboring state may seek to annex 
the region in question. This is known as irredentism, after the Italian irre
denta or "unredeemed territories," which was the name given by Italian 
patriots to Italian-speaking areas of Austria not included in the Italian na
tional state at the time of its unification late in the nineteenth century. 

However, if the question of defensible national boundaries is ignored 
and states are established solely on the basis of the nationality of the peo
ple included in them, the resulting state may not have boundaries en
abling it to defend itself against the ambitions of its neighbors. This was 
the fate of the small states of Central and Eastern Europe, established in 
1919 by the Treaty of Versailles that ended World War I. Unified national 
states—Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, Romania—were 
established out of the debris formed from the breakup of the Turkish and 
Austro-Hungarian Empires. Located between the giant states of Germany 
and Russia, however, the fate of the small Central European states was to 
be subjugated first by Germany, then by Russia. Now that the Russians 
have given up their control of Eastern Europe, these states will no doubt 
come under the economic influence of a powerful reunited Germany. This 
time, however, it will surely be a more mature and democratic Germany, 
itself anchored within the institutions of a European community, which 
has no need to flatter its vanity by military conquest. 

IMPERIALISM AND HEGEMONY 

Although legally each state government is sovereign within its jurisdic
tion, in fact it is quite common that the government of a smaller state is 
dominated by the government of a larger one. This relationship can take 
several forms. The most obvious form is imperialism. While it is true that 
"imperialism" may be used to signify various types of control or influ
ence—for example, economic imperialism or cultural imperialism—the 
primary meaning of the term is political. 

There is a great deal less overt political imperialism in the world today 
than in that of a hundred years ago, when Britain and France divided be
tween them control of most of Africa, and the British Empire girdled the 
world so that "the sun never set on the British Empire"—meaning that the 
sun was always overhead somewhere where the Union Jack was flying 
from the flagpoles. Political imperialism took two distinct forms: "direct 
rule" by representatives of the imperial power, with a viceroy or governor-
general at the head of the local administration, whose upper reaches were 
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staffed by nationals of the imperial power; and "indirect rule," under 
which the indigenous political authorities were left in place and the impe
rial power ruled by having an advisor who would make the wishes of his 
government known to the local chief. As far as ordinary citizens were con
cerned, they were subject to rule by the traditional local authority struc
ture, and they may not have been fully aware, under the system of indirect 
rule, that the chief was acting under orders. This method was generally 
less expensive for the imperial power, which could also defend itself on 
the premise that it was not arrogantly changing local practices to conform 
to foreign models. 

An even less obvious and intrusive form of authority is that of hege
mony. A major power may have a "sphere of influence," such as the Soviet 
Union had in Eastern Europe, or France has with respect to its former 
African colonies, where there is no overt recognition of an imperial rela
tionship. The representative of the hegemonic power is its ambassador. 
The forms of sovereignty are respected; legally the ambassador is merely 
one among many ambassadors of foreign countries. He or she does not 
give orders to the local government, but rather makes suggestions (which 
are always followed). This kind of situation, in which the power of the 
metropolitan government is implied rather than being openly acknowl
edged, is hegemony. 

A CASE STUDY IN HEGEMONY: THE UNITED STATES 
AND THE CARIBBEAN 

During the twentieth century the United States has been the hegemonic 
power as far as Central America and the Caribbean are concerned. The 
Monroe Doctrine, generally presented in U.S. schools and the public 
media as an act by which United States government defended Latin Amer
ican countries from European imperialism, is regarded in Latin America as 
the announcement of U.S. hegemony in the region, the United States want
ing no rival to its preeminence in the hemisphere. In fact the Monroe Doc
trine was not imposed in South America, and the British colonized the 
Falkland Islands subsequent to it. But the Doctrine was fairly well en
forced in the "backyard" of the United States—that is, in the Caribbean 
and Central America. 

In the hegemonic relationship, the local government acts on its own so 
long as it does not transgress the limits acceptable to the hegemonic 
power. Now different governments of the United States have set those lim
its rather differently, with some U.S. administrations tending to intervene 
less in the internal affairs of other countries. Moreover, U.S. presidents 
vary in the objectives they pursue in the region. Some U.S. governments 
stress the achievement of democracy and the respecting of human rights, 
while others have only strategic or economic concerns. In general, how-
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THE MONROE DOCTRINE 

The Monroe Doctrine was the work of Secretary of State John Quincy Adams, 
but was announced by President James Monroe in 1823. It stipulated that the 
United States regarded the Western Hemisphere as no longer a suitable place for 
European powers to establish colonies: the European powers should not interfere 
with the affairs of the Western Hemisphere just as the United States had no in
tention of interfering with the affairs of Europe. The original occasion of the an
nouncement of the Doctrine was to deter Russia and Britain from encroaching in 
the Pacific Northwest, but for most of its lifetime it has been applied especially 
to Latin America. 

Latin Americans regard the Doctrine with profound skepticism, as a declaration 
by the United States that it intends to exploit the hemisphere for its own benefit; 
this is at variance with the feeling of most Americans who have learned about the 
doctrine in school, that it is designed to promote democracy and national self-
determination in the Western Hemisphere. 

Although applying in principle to all of the Western Hemisphere, the Doctrine 
has been enforced consistently only with respect to the areas closest to the United 
States, in the Caribbean and the surrounding area, where the United States has 
tended to intervene, with armed force or by other means, to remove governments 
from power, or to prevent political movements from coming to power, it they 
were thought to be potentially sympathetic to major states that were rivals of the 
United States in international politics. 

ever, the boundaries within which the local government can operate au
tonomously appear to be that countries are expected to follow the lead of 
the United States in international relations, or, as a minimum, not to side 
with the rivals of the United States in world politics; and they are not to 
limit the freedom of U.S. business interests to operate within the country, 
own property, and repatriate profits. Since the hegemonic relationship re
spects the forms of sovereignty, it is more acceptable in today's world, and 
is certainly more consistent with the democratic ideology of most Ameri
cans, than a straightforward imperial relationship would be. 

There are a variety of methods by which the hegemonic relationship is 
enforced, some being more obvious and violent than others. Let us take 
these up in turn, starting with the most obvious and violent techniques 
and going on to the milder and less obvious. 

1. The most obvious method used, if the dependent government gets 
out of line, if it oversteps the limits of what is acceptable to the United 
States, is to send in the marines. This is a crass technique whose obituary 
is often pronounced, but which rises from its grave whenever other meth
ods seem unpromising. Most recently, President Reagan sent in the 
marines to overthrow the government of Grenada, President Bush sent in 
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troops to seize the ruler of Panama, and President Clinton used soldiers to 
restore the elected president of Haiti. This method is not preferred by the 
U.S. government, and is usually resorted to only when other methods 
have failed or when no time seems available to practice other, more subtle, 
methods. Direct military intervention is too open, too public; it provokes 
hostility to the United States on the part of countries in Latin America and 
elsewhere. It may be unpopular at home, especially if U.S. personnel get 
killed. 

Since a naked act of force of this kind can be embarrassing for U.S. gov
ernments, if possible they use the fig leaf of sponsorship by an interna
tional organization. When the Johnson administration sent the marines 
into the Dominican Republic in 1965, it managed ex post facto to get a sup-
porting resolution from the Organization of American States, some nomi
nal contingents of troops from other countries, and a Brazilian general to 
act, in name at least, as overall commander of the military operations. For 
the Grenadan invasion, President Reagan managed to unearth the obscure 
Organization of Eastern Caribbean States to give its blessing, since no 
other international organization would do so. 

THE O R G A N I Z A T I O N OF AMERICAN STATES 

There had been intermittent attempts at continuing organization of the Western 
Hemisphere countries for over a hundred years before the Organization of Amer
ican States (OAS) was established in March 1948. The OAS took over the Pan-
American Union, which had been the organizational focus of periodic 
Pan-American conferences. The secretariat of the Organization is located in 
Washington and the OAS has generally been controlled by the United States, al
though it has shown some independence when strong governments in the major 
Latin American countries happened to coincide with governments of the United 
States that pursued policies that were unpopular both within the United States 
and outside it. Canada joined the OAS recently, and the former British and Dutch 
colonies in the Caribbean region were admitted as they became independent dur
ing the second half of the twentieth century. The OAS is a regional organization 
under the definition of the United Nations charter and works closely with the UN 
organization in some areas, particularly health. 

2. Less obtrusive than the marine expedition is the exile invasion; the 
United States does not invade with its own forces, but sponsors an inva
sion of exiled nationals of the target country. The disguise of the exile in
vasion, that this is a spontaneous form of activity in which the United 
States has no hand, is always thin and was impossible to maintain, for ex
ample, in the case of the Nicaraguan contras, who were organized, 
trained, and equipped by the Central Intelligence Agency for the purpose 
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of overthrowing the Sandinista government of Nicaragua. U.S. sponsor
ship of the exile invasion of Cuba in 1961, at first denied, later became a 
matter of common knowledge. The exile invasion of Guatemala in 1954, 
whose sponsorship by the United States was still being officially denied 
by Vice-President Richard Nixon when he debated with John F. Kennedy 
in the first televised presidential debates in 1960, was apparently success
ful in overthrowing the mildly leftist government of Jacobo Arbenz 
Guzman; actually the exiles themselves were quite ineffectual, but the 
Guatemalan army refused to fight against them, and the U.S. ambassador 
used a great deal of pressure to get the Guatemalan military to accept the 
leader of the exiles, Carlos Castillo Armas, as president of the country. 

Thus the record on exile invasions is not very promising—failure in 
Cuba and Nicaragua2 and success due to luck in Guatemala. Apart from 
the innocents who are made to suffer in the fighting and the decline of the 
prestige of the United States as U.S. complicity in the exile invasion be
comes known, however, there is also a fundamental political problem with 
the exile invasion scenario. In Nicaragua and Cuba the invasion was di
rected against a revolutionary government that had defeated and dis
banded the army of the dictator. This was necessarily the case, since if the 
old army had still been in place it would have been simpler, more effective, 
and less obvious to solicit a military coup from the soldiers rather than to 
bother with the exile invasion. 

In Guatemala, where the old army was intact and predisposed against 
Arbenz, it is not clear why an exile invasion was thought necessary in any 
case. Where the old army has been abolished and replaced by a revolution
ary army, and where the masses have been given ground to hope for im-

THE CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY 

Episodic and only semiserious efforts of the United States at spying and secret 
operations abroad outside the normal intelligence-gathering activities of the State 
Department culminated in the establishment of the Office of Strategic Services 
(OSS), which was formed and operated during World War II. The OSS provided 
the nucleus for the Central Intelligence Agency, established by the National Se
curity Act of 1947. Not the only intelligence-gathering arm of the U.S. govern
ment, which also funds a National Security Agency, a Defense Intelligence 
Agency, a Drug Enforcement Administration, and others, the CIA is nevertheless 
the largest agency and the one with the most general mandate. The director of the 
CIA is supposed to be coordinator of all government intelligence activities and the 
president's chief advisor on intelligence matters—which did not prevent the Rea
gan administration from establishing its own covert operations run out of the 
White House itself in order to try to avoid even the minimum supervision and 
compliance with the legal mandates of Congress that apply to the CIA. 
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provement in their material well-being, it is unrealistic to expect that the 
population will rally to the flag of the exile invasion, in whose ranks people 
recognize some of the notorious figures of the previous dictatorship. So the 
exile invasion is little used, which is just as well for the sponsoring power. 
If the exile invasion is successful and the head of it becomes president, then, 
as in Guatemala since 1954, the new regime, in trying to put back the clock 
of revolution and root out support for a popular government, commits all 
kinds of atrocities for which the United States, as sponsor of the new gov
ernment, must accept its share of the blame. If the exile invasion is unsuc
cessful, then the problem arises of what to do with the unsavory characters 
recruited by the CIA to form the invasion force. Presumably many will end 
up in Miami, smuggling dope, hiring out as hit men, and in general pollut
ing the moral atmosphere of that unfortunate city. 

3. Less overt, and implicating the U.S. government to a lesser extent, is 
the sponsored military coup. The U.S. government takes particular care to 
be on friendly terms with the ranking officers of the armies of Latin Amer
ica. Military officers are brought to the United States for short courses or 
familiarization visits. Military attaches at U.S. embassies make it their 
business to be on good terms with their local counterparts, and no fuss is 
made when ranking officers deal themselves in for "commissions" on 
arms purchases. Not all military coups occur in Latin America because of 
the sponsorship of the United States, but some do, and it is quite common 
that even if a conspiracy to seize power is formed among the military in
dependent of U.S. prompting, it will then be "cleared" with the embassy to 
find out what the attitude of the U.S. government would be to a new gov
ernment originating from a coup, and specifically whether military assis
tance will continue at the same level—which it normally does. 

4. Usually, however, these violent methods of overthrowing govern
ments are not necessary. Usually the objectives of the United States can be 
realized through nonviolent methods, principally economic and financial 
pressures. There are many avenues through which these pressures can be 
made effective. The United States is the principal trading partner of coun
tries in the Caribbean and Central America and the implicit threat to re
duce or discontinue purchases on the part of the United States has 
far-reaching implications for the small countries of the region. For most 
countries, moreover, access to credit is crucial in financing their invest
ment and foreign trade programs, and the government of the United 
States is in a key position to bring pressure on the international lending 
agencies, as much as on private U.S. banks. In fact it is usually not even 
necessary for overt economic pressures of this kind to be used. Political 
leaders in the region are well enough aware of the economic and financial 
power of the United States that they take care not to transgress the limits 
of policies that are acceptable to the United States. This is what Carl J. 
Friedrich called "the rule of anticipated reactions"—the probable reaction 
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of the hegemonic power is a factor built into the calculations of the gov
ernment of the dependent country, so that U.S. wishes are generally fol
lowed without their even being expressed. 

5. As well as these carrots and sticks that apply to the behavior of na
tional governments, similar kinds of influence are brought to bear on key 
individuals in the political life of the dependent country. Various illicit in
centives and disincentives are used, with some form of bribery being not 
uncommon. 

6. Finally, there are techniques used just to promote general goodwill 
toward the United States on the part of elites in the dependent country. 
The State Department operates exchange programs that bring foreign stu
dents, journalists, academics, and politicians to the United States. The U.S. 
Information Service operates libraries and reading rooms, sponsors lec
tures and cultural performances, and attempts to maintain good relations 
with the cultural elites in the dependent countries. Of course, pro-U.S. at
titudes are generated, quite without the intervention of the State Depart
ment, by the extraordinary volume and range of North American cultural 
products—movies, television, and the dominance of the Latin American 
media by reports from U.S.-owned news agencies. 

Political power comes in many forms, and can be used to different de
grees. The character of a government is expressed in what kinds of power 
it uses, and to what ends. 

NOTE 

1. Marc Howard has in fact made a plausible case that East Germans now have 
to be considered a distinct ethnic group within united Germany. "An East German 
Ethnicity? Understanding the New Division of Unified Germany/' German Politics 
and Society, vol. 13, no. 4 (Winter 1995). 

2. Although the exiles were not successful in overthrowing the Nicaraguan gov
ernment, it might be argued that their activities contributed to the pressure to hold 
elections in which the Sandinista regime was defeated. 
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I n  t h e  w o r l d  o f  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  r e l a t i o n s ,
which is the world of competing state sovereignties, from time to time the 
governments of some states have decided to pursue their objectives by 
force and begun wars against their neighbors. Because of the possibility 
that this can occur, almost all states equip themselves with armed forces 
and lethal weapons, fearful that they could be subdued, forced to surren
der territory, or even enslaved by an aggressive power. In Chapter 14 we 
will examine military policies of states. 

However, unilaterally establishing a military force to defend themselves 
from foreign attack is not the only way in which states have tried to deal 
with the problem of military threat. In addition, attempts have been made 
to civilize the conduct of international relations by establishing a system of 
international law and by founding international organizations to achieve 
purposes individual states cannot realize on their own. 

INTERNATIONAL LAW 

International law is law of a very particular kind. It is not made by a legis
lature whose majority votes bind all members of the political community, al
though some rules of international law are agreed by assemblies of national 
delegates. Nor is it enforced by a police force with powers of compulsion 
over individuals. Since the individual state is still sovereign, there are no en
forcement powers belonging to a world government that can compel indi
vidual states or the citizens of individual states to observe the precepts of 
international law. And certainly states do not always obey international law; 
but most of the time they do. Why? Because it is in their interest to do so. 

Generally states follow international law because sometimes a pre
dictable and fair body of rules is necessary to regulate international trade, 

II
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transportation, and diplomacy. If they become known as habitual violators 
of the rules, other states will be reluctant to trade and do business with 
them. Moreover, in specific cases, violation of the rules may bring on retal
iation by the injured state or a coalition of states. In having as its ultimate 
negative sanction retaliation by the injured party against the offender, in
ternational law resembles other systems of decentralized law that exist in 
the absence of state authority—like the revenge killings and feuds that 
were traditional in Appalachia or still occur today in the highlands of 
Papua New Guinea. 

Retaliation occurs when the rules of reciprocity are not followed. Reci
procity means that a state is obliged to extend to another state any privi
leges which that state has given it. Under an international agreement that 
forms part of international law, for example, a formally accredited diplo
mat is given immunity against arrest and prosecution for breaches of ordi
nary domestic law. If I am the French ambassador in the United States, for 
example, I can park my car illegally and refuse to pay parking tickets. 
France reciprocates by allowing the U.S. ambassador to France to have 
similar immunity from parking regulations. Now a good ambassador will 
try not to accumulate parking tickets; but this immunity is intended to pre
vent a government from using personal threats against ambassadors to 
force them to accept agreements on less favorable terms than they would 
otherwise demand or to deviate in other ways from the faithful perfor
mance of their duty. 

The practices of reciprocity and retaliation can sometimes seem silly; if 
the Soviet Union restricted U.S. diplomatic personnel to a radius of only 
fifty kilometers from Moscow, for example, then the United States would 
prohibit Soviet diplomats from traveling more than fifty kilometers out of 
Washington, D.C. This tit-for-tat practice may seem childish, but it is de
signed to uphold the dignity of the state, defend its autonomy, and en
courage states to behave appropriately in the hope of receiving the same 
treatment themselves. 

Cases arising under international law can be heard in the courts of indi
vidual countries, or in international courts, although the judgment of such 
courts is not self-enforcing if one of the parties refuses to abide by the re
sult. The United States, for example, refused in the 1980s to abide by a de
cision of the International Court of Justice requiring it to cease committing 
acts of war against Nicaragua and to compensate Nicaragua for such acts 
already committed. Most of the time, however, decisions are accepted by 
the parties. 

The sources of international law, as it is followed by states and ap
plied by courts, are primarily agreements among states, either in the 
form of particular treaties between two or a small number of states, or 
general conventions that have been subscribed to by most of the world's 
countries. It is clear that the principle of sovereignty is not violated by 
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the existence of international law, since sovereign states have agreed to 
abide by these rules. Formal written agreements can be supplemented 
by less formal sources the court can look to for guidance: customary 
practices that states seem to accept even without their being embodied 
in treaties; general principles of law and equity that seem to be recog
nized throughout the civilized world; principles reflected in previous 
judicial decisions; or the teachings of the most highly regarded special
ists in the field. 

Clearly, while international law can be of great assistance in running the 
everyday affairs of states and individuals in trading, traveling, or signing 
contracts, it is not the kind of instrument that can settle major political 
questions. Moreover, it helps to bring order to things as they are, safe
guarding existing property rights, for example, and cannot readily serve 
as an instrument for promoting change or redistributing the world's 
wealth. Nevertheless, in facilitating the conduct of the world's business, in 
enabling states to deal with each other smoothly, in providing mechanisms 
for the settlement of disputes, international law does help to reduce the 
likelihood of conflict. 

INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS 

International organizations are of various kinds. There are very many 
private international organizations, which range from the dedicated 
and courageous Amnesty International, which attempts to secure free
dom for political prisoners and universal respect for human rights, to 
powerful multinational business corporations. Most of the time, how
ever, what are generally referred to as international organizations are 
those that have national states as members. These public international 
organizations are most helpfully classified in terms of their membership 
and their purposes, each of which can be limited or general (see Table 
13.1). 

AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL 

Founded in 1961 in London, Amnesty International campaigns for the free
dom of "prisoners of conscience" all over the world. Taking up the cause of 
those imprisoned for the mere expression of their views or for peaceful political 
activity, Amnesty campaigns by publicizing the facts of individual cases and by 
organizing letter-writing, usually to those responsible for their imprisonment or 
ill-treatment. Individual Amnesty chapters "adopt" individual prisoners of con
science and sometimes have success in organizing pressure on behalf of those 
persecuted for their political views. In 1977 Amnesty was awarded the Nobel 
Peace Prize for its work. 



198 Identity, Interest, and Ideology 

Table 13.1 
Examples of Public International Organizations 

Membership 

Purpose: General 

Limited 

General 

United Nations 

Universal Postal Union; 
World Health Organiza
tion 

Limited 

Arab League; Organization 
of American States 

Organization of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries; 
European Coal and Steel 
Community 

An example of an organization with limited membership would be 
the Arab League, each of whose member states has a majority of its 
population that is ethnically Arab; however, the League is not limited 
in its purposes, which can extend to anything its members wish to do. 
The Universal Postal Union, on the other hand, is general, or unlimited, 
in its membership, but is limited in its purposes. All states that wish to 
participate in the world system of mail delivery are members, but the 
organization concerns itself only with delivery of mail and nothing 
else. 

Some organizations are limited both in membership and in purpose: the 
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries has a limited membership 
and also limited purposes: to attempt to maintain high prices for oil ex
ports by regulating oil production and export. There is, however, one or
ganization that is unlimited in both membership and purpose: the United 
Nations Organization. Today it includes virtually all independent states in 
the world, except for some that are too tiny to shoulder the burden of 
maintaining a delegation at UN Headquarters, like San Marino; not 
united, like North and South Korea; or, like Switzerland, afraid that mem
bership would compromise their absolute neutrality. The organization's 
purposes are, likewise, universal and the United Nations can get itself in
volved in anything that happens on the planet. 

The United Nations Organization was established by treaty in 1945, 
growing out of the wartime alliance of the states that opposed Nazi Ger
many. Although at first membership was not universal, the readmission of 
the defeated countries of World War II into the international community, 
and the decision by the United States and the Soviet Union in the middle 
1950s not to block the admission of states sponsored by the rival super
power, has led to the current situation in which membership is virtually 
universal. In fact, membership in the world organization has become 
something of the ultimate badge of statehood, so that the final act in the se-
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ries of events that occurs when an ex-colony becomes independent is the 
hoisting of the new nation's flag at the United Nations Plaza in New York. 

The United Nations has only intermittently performed the military 
peacekeeping function its founders intended. On occasion, the United Na
tions has borrowed small contingents of soldiers from member states to 
police borders, maintain internal order, or supervise elections. The United 
Nations has thus far not been able to maintain military forces of its own, 
among other reasons because it cannot know in advance whether the na
tionality of the troops being used would itself create problems in a partic
ular situation. UN troops have twice fought in actual wars. In Korea from 
1950 to 1955, a largely U.S. force fought under the UN banner to try to 
repel a North Korean invasion of the South; and a UN force was involved 
in attempting to prevent the secession of Katanga province from Zaire in 
1960-63. Rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union limited 
the situations in which the use of military force by the United Nations was 
feasible—approval of the action in Korea was made possible only because 
of a boycott of the UN Security Council by the Soviet delegate at the 
time—but the end of the Cold War has led to a dramatic expansion of the 
UN's role as an armed peacemaker or peace maintainer. 

All member states have seats in the General Assembly of the United Na
tions, and one vote each in the passage of its resolutions, which do not have 
a binding character. Of course, giving each state the same single vote does 
not recognize the vast inequality among them; an attempt to do that, how
ever, is made in the membership and voting arrangements of the Security 
Council, whose votes are supposed to be legally binding on the UN mem
bership. Five of the members of the Security Council are permanent—the 
major powers of the victorious World War II alliance: the United States, the 
Soviet Union, Great Britain, France, and China. The other nine members of 
the Council are elected for two-year terms by the General Assembly. The 
custom has developed for these nonpermanent seats to be allocated among 
regional groupings, with two each for Latin America, Africa, and Asia, and 
one each for the Middle East, Western Europe, and Eastern Europe. 

A resolution requires a two-thirds vote to pass the Security Council, in
cluding the affirmative vote of all the permanent members; that is, each 
permanent member has a veto. The granting of the veto power repre
sented at the same time the hope that the World War II allies would remain 
united in the management of world affairs, and also the realization that it 
would be imprudent to try to impose some policy against the wishes of a 
major power. Of course, the major powers of 1945 are not those of the 
1990s; Germany and Japan would certainly have to be included in any set 
of major powers today, and indeed a case is building for them to become 
permanent members of the Security Council. 

In addition to its policing functions on behalf of world peace, the United 
Nations serves as an arena for the development of a consensus on world 
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issues and a convenient meeting place for the informal discussion of ques
tions involving more than two countries. 

In addition, the vote of an overwhelming majority of the General As
sembly in favor of a resolution may exercise strong moral pressure on a 
deviant state and arouse world opinion. Sometimes, it is true—especially 
in the opinion of the outvoted governments—this represents no more than 
the mobilizing of prejudices by governments without any immediate in
terest or knowledge of the subject, and sometimes United Nations debates 
may inflame a dispute instead of calming it. On balance, however, most 
observers of the organization would probably conclude that its role in the 
mobilizing of world opinion has been a positive one. 

The chief official of the United Nations organization is its secretary-gen
eral, elected by the General Assembly for a five-year term and eligible for 
reelection. Different secretaries-general have conceived of their role differ
ently. Some aspire to play a major role in the solution of international prob
lems, others are preoccupied more with the management of the organization 
itself. They have typically been diplomats, sometimes with a political back
ground, more often career civil servants, from countries regarded as hostile 
by neither the United States nor the Soviet Union. 

In addition to its principal political organs, the United Nations consists 
also of a vast network of specialized agencies within whose framework 
states band together to take action on scientific and cultural matters, the 
environment, and a host of other matters of common concern. Regrettably, 
as in any bureaucratic organization, many of these agencies provide a 
home for time-serving careerists, politically well-connected loafers, and 
egoistic empire-builders. Salary and perquisites are extremely good, so 
that many seeking jobs with the United Nations are motivated by concerns 
other than promoting the welfare of mankind. Nevertheless, many dedi
cated public servants work for the specialized agencies and a great deal of 
good is done by them. 

Other international organizations are not directly connected with the 
UN structure. Preeminent among these are the World Bank and the Inter
national Monetary Fund (IMF). The World Bank takes an active role in 
providing finance for development projects, especially in the Third World. 
It takes a slightly more generous and risk-taking approach than commer
cial banks are supposed to, but is still a bank and not a charity. The IMF 
has as its mission the maintenance of currency convertibility. It is a pow
erful organization that acts as a sort of policeman of the international cap
italist economy, providing loans for states that are running out of hard 
currency to finance their imports, usually on condition that they take a se
ries of drastic measures designed—at least in principle—to restore the 
health of their currencies by severe cuts in government spending, and to 
promote free market economies. These programs are invariably hugely 
unpopular, and are often met by strikes and riots. It has not been unknown 
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for IMF stabilization programs to cost more in policing and clearing up the 
damage from riots than the amount they were intended to save. 

In addition to public international organizations of this kind, there are 
very many private, or nongovernmental, international organizations to 
promote all kinds of causes and interests. 

REGIONAL AND FUNCTIONAL ORGANIZATIONS 

Not all organizations are of global scope; the world is filled with re
gional organizations, some of them with ties to the UN structure, some 
not. The oldest of the regional organizations, the Organization of Ameri
can States, founded in 1948 but growing out of a preexisting structure that 
is now one hundred years old, has a specialized public health organiza
tion, the Panamerican Health Organization (PAHO), which serves at the 
same time as the regional division for Latin America of the World Health 
Organization in the UN structure. 

The most successful regional organization is, like PAHO, also a func
tional one: the European Economic Community, as it is often still known, 
although its official name was changed in 1993 to the European Union. 
This interesting organization, which now includes most of the states of 
Western Europe, grew out of the political vision of the French public ser
vant Jean Monnet and secured the political sponsorship of French Prime 
Minister Robert Schuman and West German Chancellor Konrad Ade
nauer. Its fundamental impulse was to unite France and Germany so 
firmly that they could never again go to war, as they had three times be
tween 1870 and 1940. The mechanism used was to create a common mar
ket, which would enlist powerful forces of economic self-interest to work 
for reconciliation and unification. The common market has been extremely 
successful, not only economically in raising standards of living in Western 
Europe, but also politically in that institutions in Western Europe are now 
so scrambled together that it would be difficult for the West European 
countries to wage war on each other even if they wanted to. 

The success of the European Economic Community has strengthened 
the views of those who argue that the way to achieve lasting world peace 
is to create long-term common interests and habits of working together 
among the countries of the world so that the incentives to maintain peace 
become stronger than any incentive to go to war. This emphasis on the cre
ating of collaborative mechanisms to pursue concrete common interests as 
a road to world peace is sometimes called "functionalism." There seems to 
be merit in the idea. Those who advocate a single world government often 
take the view that the way to proceed is to persuade everyone of the de
sirability of such an arrangement and then summon a world constitutional 
convention to draft the appropriate document.1 If a world government 
ever arrives, however, it is much more likely to originate in the steady ac-
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cretion of international organizations forming a web of interrelations that 
gradually limits the autonomy of sovereign states in the interest of the per
formance of a multiplicity of worthwhile functions. 

DIPLOMACY 

The truth of the matter, regrettable or not, is that for the foreseeable fu
ture we have to live in a world of sovereign states in which most of the key 
actors will be concerned primarily with the welfare of the national popu
lations to which they are responsible and only secondarily, if at all, with 
the welfare of populations living outside the borders of their states. The 
pursuit of national interests need not, however, always be conducted at 
the expense of the interests of other states. In fact, professionals in con
ducting international relations appreciate that the particular matter in 
hand is only one in a continuing series of problems that need to be dealt 
with, most of which will entail consultations, and often agreement, with 
the representatives of other states. A ruthless disregard of the interests of 
other states in the pursuit of national interest with respect to one issue will 
only make more difficult the pursuit of national interest with respect to 
other problems that arise. 

Another way of putting this is to realize that there is not only a national 
interest in attaining a specific objective at a given time, but there is also a 
continuing national interest in maintaining good relations with represen
tatives of other states; and to achieve that it is necessary to recognize the 
legitimacy of their aspirations and thus to reach mutually satisfactory 
arrangements as much as possible. Sometimes national interests are in di
rect conflict, and what is given to one country must be taken from another. 
But most of the time, if the issue is worked on carefully and assiduously, 
solutions can be found that satisfy more of the national interests that are at 
stake than would be possible in a simple winner/loser model. 

This is the approach usually taken by those professionally concerned 
with the practice of international relations. Their profession is that of 
diplomat and the continuing management of relations among states is 
called diplomacy. Like any professional calling, that of diplomacy breeds 
certain habits of thought and behavior appropriate to its successful prac
tice, and it may sometimes appear to someone who is committed to a par
ticular objective that the professional diplomats are too concerned with 
maintaining good relations with their counterparts from other countries to 
pursue the desired objective with sufficient seriousness or vigor. 

This writer has often felt that American and British diplomats have 
failed to make strong representations on behalf of people deprived of their 
rights, in order to maintain good relations with the government of some 
dictatorship; and the maintenance of good relations among the diplomats 
of different countries can become a means pursued for its own sake, with 
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the ends it was to serve being lost sight of. Nevertheless, at its best, diplo
macy not only balances pursuit of immediate purposes against the main
tenance of good relations required in future negotiations, but also against 
the realization that the current government of a particular country will not 
be in power forever, and that one may be called to account by a future gov
ernment whose political complexion is different for actions which will 
seem to that government irresponsible or undesirable. 

At its best, diplomacy becomes statesmanship: the willingness to sustain 
some loss in the present gratification of an obvious interest for the greater 
gratification of some larger interest in the future. It is to the successful 
practice of statesmanlike diplomacy that we must look for the foreseeable 
future as the best hope for the alleviation of the dangerous situations in 
which the world so frequently finds itself. 

NOTE 

1. The former senator from Alaska, Mike Gravel, leads an organization, Philadel
phia II, that follows this approach. 
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CHAPTER 14 

Military Security 
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THE USE OF MILITARY FORCE 

In a world of self-interested sovereign states that contains no effective 
world government, violence may occur as one state attempts to impose its 
will on another. States try to avoid such contingencies by developing a 
body of international law to regulate disputes among them; they construct 
organizations to deal with international problems; but they also prepare 
themselves to use armed force if the need should arise. 

Armies are always presented as though their purpose was entirely de
fensive, to protect the territory and resources of the nation-state, to repel 
invasions and resist having to make concessions out of weakness. Of 
course, if the opportunity presents itself, armed forces can also be used ag
gressively, to take territory and resources from a neighbor, especially 
under the guise of "liberating" people residing in the disputed area. Even 
where excuses of this type do not exist, aggressive wars have been fought 
simply to add to the glory of the nation and especially of its leader. The 
campaigns of the great imperialists—Alexander, Napoleon, and Hitler— 
seem to have had as their real purpose the psychological gratification of 
the ruler's will to dominate. 

Nevertheless, almost all governments feel that they have to maintain 
armed forces, which involves not only colossal expense but, for a majority 
of countries, the possibility, which all too often becomes an actuality, of 
military interference in politics. The armed forces may be organized and 
equipped for purposes of national defense; but once such a force is in ex
istence it subserves other purposes, including that of defending and pro
moting its own interests, which may entail exercising a veto power over 
government policies or even seizing power itself. Because of the continual 
problem created for Latin American countries by the proclivity of their 
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military forces to intervene in politics, Costa Rica decided, after a 1948 rev
olution in which an armed popular movement defeated the armed forces 
of a dictatorial regime, to abolish its armed forces. Costa Rica gets along 
perfectly well with only a small police force, despite the fact that the 
United States has tried to get Costa Rican governments to maintain an 
army to defend themselves against the supposed danger of invasion or 
guerrilla war. In 1994 and 1995, Panama and Haiti also abolished their 
armed forces. 

Some states are clearly more ready to use force than others. The King
dom of Prussia was developed along military lines and the Prussian mili
tary tradition was inherited by the German state after Germany was 
unified in 1870. Defeat in two World Wars in the twentieth century seems 
to have eliminated any German predilection to war, however. The Ameri
can democracy, slow to enter both World Wars, became transformed there
after to a state of continuous mobilization, ready to go to war at any time. 

AGGRESSION AND BALANCE OF POWER 

The rationale for the U.S. global system of alliances, foreign military 
bases, and overseas intelligence operations developed during the second 
half of the twentieth century was to thwart Soviet attempts at world dom
ination. But long before the Russian Revolution, when Lenin was an ob
scure exile writing pamphlets in Switzerland, Theodore Roosevelt 
assumed for the United States the role of policeman of the Western Hemi
sphere, sending marines to occupy small countries in Central America and 
the Caribbean whose governments behaved in ways of which he did not 
approve. The fundamental principle here may simply be that enunciated 
by Thucydides in his History of the Peloponnesian War, "Of the gods we be-
lieve, and of men we know, that by a necessary law of their nature they 
seek to dominate wherever they can." It seems to be true, in other words, 
that a state that realizes itself to be much stronger than its neighbors will 
always find one good reason or another to throw its weight around. The 
United States took up its burden of defending the free world from Com
munism because after World War II it was the strongest non-Communist 
state. How much a state will try to extend its influence and control, in 
other words, may simply be determined by the power it has at its disposal. 

This is certainly what states assume most of the time in their relations 
with each other. Each state tries to extend its influence, using the means it 
has at its control, at the same time jealously guarding itself against being 
dominated by other states. 

One of a state's chief traditional means of defending itself is to form mu
tual support alliances, so that an aggressive state that might feel strong 
enough to conquer a defensive state by itself will be deterred by having to 
face the combined strength of the alliance. As a generalized system for 
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THUCYDIDES 

Author of the classic history of the Peloponnesian War, in which he fought, the 
fifth-century B.C. Athenian is generally regarded as the first modern historian. 
Leaving the supernatural out of his story, and trying to explain events by strict 
standards of logical causality, Thucydides wrote an elegant history that set a 
standard for his successors. He did, however, take liberties in reconstructing 
conversations as he believed they must have taken place, without having eye
witness evidence. He is particularly wel l-known for his description of the dy
namics of power politics. 

keeping the peace, this method is what we have discussed previously as 
the balance of power. In Europe from the seventeenth to the twentieth cen
turies, a shifting system of alliances tried with mixed success to insure that 
no state or combination of states would feel itself strong enough to embark 
on a policy of conquering the others. 

One of the ways of avoiding conflict is for major powers not to involve 
themselves in the affairs of some small countries that they acknowledge to 
be in another power's sphere of influence. At some times the British and the 
Russians have agreed, for example, that northern Afghanistan should be in 
the Russian sphere of influence and southern Afghanistan in the British 
sphere (the British at the time were in control of present-day India and Pak
istan). Most commonly, a major country will have a sphere of influence close 
to its own borders which provides a security zone for it, so that it can be con
fident that it need fear no threat to its security from its immediate neighbors. 

The Soviet sphere of influence in Eastern Europe was intended to pro
vide just such a security zone; the United States has had the same attitude 
toward Central America and the Caribbean (the Monroe Doctrine). U.S. 
governments have intervened repeatedly in the affairs of countries in the 
region if it looked as though they might produce governments that would 
be not amenable to U.S. influence. Although a rival major power may com
plain bitterly about the denial of freedom to the peoples in its rival's secu
rity zone—which the maintenance of such a sphere of influence implies—it 
usually accepts such a zone as legitimate. 

Thus, although the United States had been calling on the people of East
ern Europe to rise and throw off the Soviet yoke in the late 1940s and early 
1950s, when the people of Hungary actually did rise in 1956 and produce 
a nationalist government that wanted to leave the Soviet bloc, Secretary of 
State John Foster Dulles hastened to reassure the Russians that the United 
States would not interfere in Hungary, and the Red Army was able to re
assert Soviet control. When Prime Minister Nikita Khrushchev emplaced 
Soviet missiles in Cuba, President John F. Kennedy forced him to with
draw them. 
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THE C U B A N MISSILE CRISIS 

In 1963 a confrontation between the United States and the Soviet Union that 
might have led to actual nuclear war took place over the emplacement of Soviet 
missiles in Cuba. Nikita Khrushchev, then the leader of the Soviet Union, be
lieved he could offset the fact that the United States had missiles that could strike 
the Soviet Union from U.S. territory—whereas the Soviet Union could not retali
ate because it had only short-range missiles—by placing short-range nuclear-
armed missiles in Cuba, from where they could reach the United States. There 
was also some thought that the presence of missiles in Cuba would help deter a 
U.S. attack to overthrow the government of Fidel Castro. 

When U.S. surveillance planes uncovered the existence of the Soviet missiles, 
President John F. Kennedy chose to interpret their presence as a violation of im
plicit Cold War ground rules that each superpower would respect the immediate 
security zone of the other. After considering several possible courses of action, in
cluding a military strike against the missiles, Kennedy established a naval block
ade (which he called "a quarantine/' since a blockade is technically an act of war 
under international law) around the island. 

Although great international concern arose about the possibility of a nuclear 
war between the superpowers originating from this situation, it was assumed that 
the Soviet Union would back down from actual military conflict, which it had no 
interest in starting and no prospect in winning, especially not a conflict beginning 
in the backyard of the United States, where all the logistic advantages were on the 
American side. 

However, it subsequently transpired—to the shock and amazement of U.S. ob
servers—that the Soviet Union had given its local commanders on the ground au
thority to fire the missiles if they were to come under attack without further 
authorization from Moscow, so apparently the danger of nuclear war existed de
spite the calculations of U.S. strategists who assumed rational and well-informed 
behavior on both sides. Khrushchev capitulated to the American ultimatum to re
move the missiles—without consulting with a resentful Fidel Castro—and his "ad
venturism" in placing the missiles in Cuba in the first place became one of the 
counts cited against him when he was subsequently removed from his position as 
Soviet leader. 

Traditionally, a policy of balance of power rested on both the mainte-
nance of armed forces and the organization of alliances to deter any 
would-be conqueror. This was also the case during the Cold War. How
ever, the great disparity in military might between the Soviet Union and 
the United States on the one hand, and everyone else on the other, together 
with the very rapid development of military technology, made the main
tenance of a balance of power between the United States and the Soviet 
Union predominantly a matter of competition in weapons. We will exam
ine the development of that competition in Chapter 15. 
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PREPAREDNESS AND DETERRENCE 

Most states have believed that since a military attack is always possible 
they must always be in condition to repel such an attack. As transportation 
has become more rapid and weapons more powerful, the time that could 
be allowed to prepare a response has shrunk. To most governments, it 
does not seem reasonable to wait for an attack to occur before beginning to 
organize and train an army to respond to it. Accordingly, military prepared
ness is generally thought necessary. And yet such preparedness immedi
ately confronts a series of paradoxes that makes its adequacy quite 
problematic. The first of these is that the structure of the state's armed 
force—its weapons, training, and disposition—depends on the threat it is 
to meet. Yet it is impossible to know ahead of time the exact nature of any 
threat. There may be one or a combination of enemies, attacking by air, sea, 
or land, in a massive surprise attack, or a long war of economic attrition. 
Yet it is not physically or financially possible to prepare for all possible 
contingencies. As a result, one prepares for the contingencies thought most 
likely to occur. 

It is only too common, however, that the contingencies thought most 
probable prove not to be those that arise, so that one is caught with an in
appropriate and ineffective response when the crisis actually comes. In 
1982, for example, the British were well armed and prepared to meet the 
threat of a Soviet nuclear attack in Europe; they were quite inadequately 
prepared to meet what actually occurred: an Argentine seizure of the Falk
land Islands in the South Atlantic. The United States was overprepared, 
one might say, to meet a Soviet attack anywhere in the world; it did not 
have the appropriate trained troops, weapons, or tactical doctrines needed 
to rescue U.S. hostages held in the Middle East. 

One of the characteristic errors in military preparedness arises from 
what would seem the prudent thing to do, to learn from experience— 
which has given rise to the adage "The generals are always fighting the 
last war." The most notorious example is that of the Maginot Line, the se
ries of fortifications erected by the French in the 1920s to prevent the kind 
of infantry attack the Germans had used in World War I, but which 
proved inadequate to counter Hitler's Blitzkrieg (lightning war) tank ad
vances in 1940. 

And yet the attempt to imagine what a war of the future, fought with 
new technology, would look like, may make a better science fiction scenario 
than it does a guide to military planning. This was clearly demonstrated by 
the book Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, which established Henry 
Kissinger's reputation. The book envisioned a war of the future in which 
tactical nuclear weapons would be used in a limited war. Weapons of that 
magnitude would have to be used against large targets, but seeing that the 
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war was to remain limited they would somehow have not to destroy any 
cities. Pure nonsense, of course; but it provided the basis for U.S. strategic 
doctrine, and for the training and equipment of U.S. troops in Europe. 

The final paradox of preparedness is that the expense involved in the 
continuous maintenance of troops and the building of weapons consti
tutes a substantial economic drain that may prove in the long run as 
damaging as defeat in a war might have done. The huge economic bur
den of maintaining superpower levels of military preparedness was in 
fact a key factor, if not the key factor, that led to the collapse of the So
viet Union. 

Preparedness, however, is not designed merely to fight and win wars 
that occur; it is also designed to deter a potential attacker by making it 
clear that an attack would not be successful. Unfortunately, further para
doxes are lurking in the concept and the practice of deterrence, the dis
couraging of a potential aggressor by the display of military force. The 
first of these paradoxes is that effective deterrence requires that the po
tential adversary be aware of one's military strength. Yet information con
cerning troop strength, organization and disposition, and weapons is 
usually treated as secret. 

This ambiguous situation leads to such practices as the institution of 
the military attache, a military officer attached to the embassy one state 
has in the capital of another, whose job it is to find out everything he can 
about the armed forces of the host country. That is his role, and the host 
country knows it perfectly well; if he is diligent in his mission, however, 
and exceeds the bounds of propriety, he might find himself expelled for 
"activities inconsistent with his diplomatic status," that is, for spying— 
even though everyone knows that his role is that of a sort of licensed 
spy. 

A more significant problem is that effective deterrence assumes that a 
potential adversary will calculate the relative strength of forces cor
rectly, and will then act rationally, not starting a war he is not sure he 
can win. And yet history is full of examples of leaders who acted less 
than rationally, or on the basis of miscalculation. Hitler thought Eng
land and France wouldn' t fight; he thought he could conquer Russia, 
even with the example before him of Napoleon, who made a similar 
miscalculation. If the rulers of Japan had calculated the balance of forces 
correctly, according to the theory of deterrence, they would hardly have 
attacked the United States in 1941—yet, in fact, those Japanese military 
experts who had made the appropriate assessments knew that Japan 
would lose the war, but were ignored by the commanding officers who 
started it. 

But miscalculations can apply to the evaluation of intentions as well as 
of capabilities. That is, preparations for defense and deterrence may ap
pear to a neighboring country to be preparations for an aggressive attack. 
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THE SCHLIEFFEN PLAN 

After the German triumph in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, German Chan
cellor Otto von Bismarck assumed that the French would try to take their revenge 
and reconquer the province of Alsace-Lorraine, which they had lost to Germany 
in the war. He was not concerned that the French army by itself could prove su
perior to that of Germany; but he was afraid that Germany would be defeated if it 
had to divide its army in order to fight on two fronts at once, in the east as well 
as in the west, which he should have to do if Russia were to enter a war as an ally 
of France. The object of his diplomatic policy was thus to maintain an alliance 
with Russia and also to attempt to neutralize Britain, so that Britain would not ally 
itself with France. 

After young Kaiser Wilhelm II removed Bismarck from office and took over the 
management of German policy himself, Bismarck's carefully managed diplomatic 
alliances were allowed to decay, while Wilhelm followed a policy of bravado and 
bluster. Russia was alienated when Wilhelm backed up the ambitions in South
east Europe, the Balkans, of the "fellow-Germanic" Austrian Empire; while Britain 
became alienated as Germany competed with it for colonies in Africa, a policy 
Bismarck had never followed. 

As a result, German military strategists had to prepare a contingency plan for 
the possibility of a war that Germany would have to fight on two fronts, 
against a France that would be all ied wi th Russia and possibly backed by 
Britain. Starting with the premise that the German army could not emerge vic
torious if it had to be divided into two, they reasoned that the army could first 
defeat the French in the west and then turn to meet the Russians in the east, al
lowing for the fact that, because the Russian army was spread over such a 
large territory, it would take four weeks before troops could be collected and 
brought to the front by train. 

Because time was thus of the essence, the contingency plan drafted by General 
Alfred von Schlieffen called for a lightning war against France, the rapid defeat 
of the French, and the subsequent transfer of the troops to the east. This con
centration on speed made the German response a hair-trigger one; so that 
when the Austrians became embroiled with the Russians in a dispute over Ser
bia, the Germans did not wait for actual fighting between the two to break out 
before they ordered their troops on the most rapid route to Paris—which un
fortunately lay through neutral Belgium. To Germany, it was a question of nec
essary self-defense. To the public elsewhere, who were not privy to Germany's 
strategic plans, what seemed to happen is that the Germans had taken advan
tage of confusion in the Balkans to launch a wanton aggression against poor 
Belgium. 

This was the interpretation written into Clause I, the "war-guilt" clause of the 
Versailles Treaty, which was made the basis for the German obligation to pay 
reparations to the victorious powers of World War I. To the Germans, this always 
seemed unjust; their resentment at the treaty, and especially at the war-guilt 
clause, helped to provide Hitler with one of the planks in the platform on which 
he subsequently came to power. 



214 Identity, Interest, and Ideology 

This may induce it to build up its own forces in response, so that the orig
inal intention of the state that initiated the process, to have a superiority in 
weapons that would deter an aggressor, becomes more difficult to achieve. 
In fact, the situation may develop into a perpetual arms race, to the ruin 
of both countries. Moreover, such a competitive arms race, even if begun 
with defensive intentions on the part of both states, may itself provide the 
occasion for war, of the so-called preventive kind, if one state achieves mil
itary superiority but is afraid it will lose it to the other state, whose inten
tions it believes to be aggressive. It may then be tempted into launching an 
attack in order for the war to be fought sooner rather than later, while it 
still has the military advantage. 

The term preemptive has been used when one state launches an attack be
cause it believes its rival is preparing to attack very soon and it wishes to 
retain the advantage of striking the first blow. World War I originated with 
a preemptive attack of this kind, Germany attacking France in anticipation 
of being faced with an eventual joint attack by France and Russia. 

The logic of military preparedness and deterrence, based on the build
ing up of forces and weapons superior to those available to a potential ad
versary, is in its purest form too one-sided to serve as an effective guide to 
national policy. Because the goals of national security policy are conceived 
of in apocalyptic terms, like "national survival," the demands of military 
preparedness are normally given priority over other demands on the na
tional budget—very often to excess, since there is no limit to the possible 
hypothetical circumstances for which one can be prepared. All too often 
this leads, in the modern industrial state, to a severe imbalance, with vast 
quantities of money spent in preparation for highly unlikely contingen
cies, while crying nonmilitary needs go unattended. 

Even so, the total military might possessed by a state is not the same as 
the actual military force it can bring to bear in specific circumstances—in 
little-known mountainous terrain a long way from home, for example. 
And what can be bought with a military budget may not include the ele
ments that may be crucial in determining the outcome of a war—the psy
chological and moral factors that go into creating the will to fight: the 
belief that one's cause is just, the willingness to make extreme sacrifices 
indefinitely rather than to surrender, belief in the extreme importance of 
what is at stake. It was in this moral and psychological dimension, not in 
funds and weapons, that the United States lost in Vietnam. 

VIETNAM AND THE LIMITS OF MILITARY LOGIC 

Many lessons can be learned from the U.S. experience in the Vietnam 
War about the limitations of purely military logic, or at least about the im
portance in military situations of factors other than numbers of troops and 
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weapons. The critical will to fight is less among soldiers fighting a long 
way from home for some principle related to the international balance of 
power than for soldiers fighting on their home ground to expel a foreign 
force. And of course local troops are more at home, more familiar with the 
terrain and the local circumstances, better able to understand and blend in 
with the local civilian population, better able to function with the food and 
supplies available locally. 

It seems bizarre and illogical to Americans that in Vietnam the strongest 
military power in the world could not defeat a minor power. But what is 
important in any concrete situation is not the total military resources in 
troops and weapons a country possesses, but the actual military force that 
can be brought to bear at a specific point and at a specific time, and in that 
context the massive destructive power of American arms was simply not 
relevant. This is especially true when a war is being fought to occupy a 
specific populated territory. In this sense, force can destroy, but it cannot 
necessarily conquer. 

In the moral and psychological dimension there are six relevant popula
tions: one's own soldiers, the opposing army, the civilian inhabitants of the 
territory fought over, one's own population back home, the enemy's home 
population; and the populations of noncombatant countries—"world 
opinion." There is a moral and psychological balance of forces working in 
each of these populations, just as much as there is a physical balance of 
forces in combat on the ground. 

The United States finally lost in Vietnam, just as the Russians were 
forced to withdraw from Afghanistan, because of defeat in the moral and 
psychological dimensions, not the physical dimension. In this respect, 
the legitimacy of one's cause in a war is like the legitimacy of a govern
ment: it depends on both origins and performance. 

Some of those who later turned against the war accepted the initial en
gagement of the United States in Vietnam as legitimate. It could plausi
bly be presented as resistance to the forcible attempt of an outside power 
to dominate a peace-loving one, if North and South Vietnam were con
sidered two separate countries (which was, however, an open question 
with a controverted history). But the United States lost legitimacy—in
evitably, perhaps—by the way the war was fought. Civilians were killed, 
human rights were violated, facts were misrepresented, predictions were 
proved incorrect, covert activities ran riot. And finally there seemed no 
end to the war, whose human costs had far exceeded what the U.S. pub
lic had been led to expect: 509 Americans killed in action by July 1963, 
when Kennedy considered withdrawing; by December 1967, after John
son had escalated the war, 15,979; by 1973, after Kissinger had said peace 
was at hand, 58,191.1 
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Yet even apart from the terrible costs inflicted on the country of Viet
nam itself by the war, and the direct costs to the United States of fight
ing it, the secondary costs to the United States were great enough to 
have called the balance sheet into question even if the United States had 
gained a clear victory. The inflationary factors set loose by Lyndon John
son's financing of the war contributed to the weakening of the U.S. 
economy; the ending of two decades of economic growth of the world 
as a whole, with all of the economic, political, and social problems that 
that entailed; and the beginnings of the out-of-control U.S. budget and 
trade deficits, with all their consequences for the fate of the level of so
cial welfare that had been achieved in the United States. The war gave 
an impetus to the use of drugs by Americans, and the CIA promoted the 
drug trade as a way of financing the mountain tribes that were U.S. al
lies in the fighting. 

The war destroyed political consensus in the United States and led to 
polarization, violence, even acts of terrorism. U.S. persistence in a clearly 
doomed struggle, and the eventual destruction of the South Vietnamese 
ally, alienated U.S. allies. As a by-product of the war, the United States in
vaded Cambodia, upsetting the country's delicate political balance and be
ginning the escalation of hostilities there that led to the Khmer Rouge 
massacres. 

While nothing can serve to make the Vietnam experience profitable, 
some value might be gained from it in the form of lessons that would 
serve to avoid similar disasters in the future. The difficulty is that every
one drew their own lesson from Vietnam, very often the wrong one. 
Hard-line anti-Communists simply thought that the lesson of Vietnam 
was the necessity to be even more ruthless, even more unscrupulous, to 
begin fighting sooner, and the like; and the Carter and Reagan adminis
trations gave many of the same government officials that had been in
volved in the Southeast Asian debacle the chance to test their theories all 
over again in Central America—in Nicaragua and El Salvador. All they 
achieved there, along with the loss of as many as a quarter-million Cen
tral American lives, was more division of the American people, more vi
olation of the U.S. Constitution, more alienation of U.S. allies, and more 
corruption of the American political process. The compromise solutions 
finally achieved in Nicaragua and El Salvador by the end of the Bush ad
ministration were more or less what could have been peacefully negoti
ated twelve or fifteen years before. 

NOTE 

1. Sidney Blumenthal, "McNamara's Peace," The New Yorker, May 8,1995, pp. 
69-70. 
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CHAPTER 15 

The Rise and Fall 
of the Cold War 
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F 
JL or almost half a century, American 

foreign policy was dominated by the Cold War with the Soviet Union. It 
molded the way U.S. policymakers thought about international relations, 
causing every situation to be viewed in the perspective of how it affected 
the overall rivalry of the two superpowers—even when, in fact, any such 
effects were negligible or even imaginary. 

THE ORIGINS OF THE COLD WAR: SOVIET FOREIGN POLICY 

The Cold War had its ultimate origins in the policies of national aggran
dizement and noncooperation with the West followed by the Soviet dicta
tor, Josef Stalin, in the aftermath of World War II. The U.S. response to 
Stalin's policies then became institutionalized, embodied in bureaucratic 
structures, political rhetoric, and popular attitudes. Stalin's successors con
tinued, more or less, to follow the dictator's policies, so that it appeared 
that both sides were doomed to be locked forever into postures of mutual 
hostility that became increasingly counterproductive as both subordinated 
their prosperity and that of the rest of the world, their other interests in in
ternational relations, and the harmony of their domestic societies to the 
winning of marginal gains in the Cold War. Although the best minds on 
both sides had long perceived the futility and self-defeating character of 
the struggle, it took the audacious statesmanship of Mikhail Gorbachev to 
thaw the ice. 

Although the origins of the Cold War lay in the altogether understand
able reaction of the United States and its Western allies to the self-aggran
dizing moves made by Stalin in Europe, traditional attitudes on both sides 
to problems of foreign policy helped to reinforce the mutual hostility that 
then developed. The Soviet Union emerged from World War II with the 
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most powerful land army in the world. Germany and Austria, which had 
traditionally provided a check in Europe to Russian expansionist ambi
tions, lay in ruins, so that there was no effective counterpoise to Russian 
power in Eastern Europe. 

For the Russians, who had just been invaded for the fifth time in 130 years 
and had sustained colossal losses, it seemed eminently desirable to 
strengthen national security by building up a belt of pro-Soviet regimes in 
Eastern Europe that would provide an in-depth defense against any future 
attack. To be sure, Soviet domination of Eastern Europe was not presented 
to the peoples of Eastern Europe themselves or to the world in general in 
these terms of strategic defense, but was instead rationalized in terms of 
Communist ideology as the revolutionary establishment of socialist regimes 
representing a more advanced form of society and working in the popular 
interest. Nevertheless, the ideological rationale was no more than a cover for 
a policy of regional hegemony on the part of the Soviet Union. 

For those abroad, including those in the United States, who took Stalin's 
rhetoric seriously, the slogans about liberation of the oppressed masses, of 
the Soviet Union leading the proletariat in its overthrow of capitalism, and 
the like, implied that Eastern Europe was just the first installment in a Soviet 
policy of world conquest. In fact, however, the Soviet Union aimed at world 
conquest only in its rhetoric and its daydreams. Although the Soviet Union 
later settled into the Cold War game of trying to line up allies and score 
points over the United States, embarking on a reckless program of world 
conquest was far too risky for Stalin. He was even dubious about enrolling 
new countries in the "socialist camp," outside of those conquered by the 
Red Army. Such countries would need Soviet aid and support, diverting re
sources that were needed at home. Moreover, staking a Soviet claim to coun
tries outside of the immediate range of the Red Army would be likely to 
provoke the Western powers and lead to dangerous confrontations. 

After all, Stalin had reached the Soviet leadership not as a heroic leader 
and orator, but as a consummate bureaucrat, a backstage manipulator who 
was cautious rather than bold, careful rather than risk-taking, calculating 
rather than emotional. (These are the characteristics that also distinguish 
him clearly from Adolf Hitler, and make it misleading to equate the sys
tems founded by the two men.) 

Stalin had defeated his arch-rival for leadership, Leon Trotsky, precisely 
over the question of world revolution, with Stalin opposing Trotsky's 
global ambitions with the program, much more acceptable to members of 
the party apparatus, of concentrating on building socialism within the So
viet Union rather than frittering away effort on wild adventures abroad. 

Although this was in fact the substance of Soviet foreign policy, Stalin 
provided evidence for those who believed that his goal was instead a gen
eral world revolution, by insisting that Communist parties everywhere 
follow the lead of Moscow. In fact, however, in their pronouncements and 
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political activities related to international affairs, those parties were re
quired to support, not the requirements of world revolution, but instead 
the immediate foreign policy objectives of the Soviet Union. 

The safety of the Soviet Union, the world's first socialist state, came first, 
and Communist parties everywhere were asked to subordinate not only the 
interests of their own countries, but also the prospect of revolutions within 
their own countries, and even their own reputations, to the immediate needs 
of Soviet policy, as Stalin saw them. This he called proletarian internationalism. 

When it seemed to him that Britain and France were not going to stand 
up to Hitler but were instead going to appease him, Stalin feared that the 
Soviet Union would be left to stand against Hitler alone, and so he con
cluded his 1940 nonaggression pact with Hitler, expecting foreign Com
munist parties to abandon their anti-Fascism and fall into line. Most of 
their leaders did. Of course, this set back any possibilities they might oth
erwise have had of ever coming to power, as far as most countries were 
concerned. When Hitler violated the pact in 1941, and recklessly invaded 
the Soviet Union, however, the party line changed; Communists loyal to 
the Soviet Union everywhere became leaders in the anti-Fascist struggle 
and the most committed underground fighters against Nazism in the 
countries that Hitler had occupied. 

U.S. PERCEPTIONS OF THE SOVIET THREAT 

By contrast with the Russian experience of having been frequently in
vaded, the United States, bordered by much weaker neighbors and pro
tected by an ocean on either side, has become accustomed to a high level 
of national security. The experience of living with the threat of war during 
the Cold War period thus led to a higher level of emotional tension among 
Americans than it did, for example, among Europeans to whom the possi
bility of war with neighboring powers was a routine fact of everyday life. 

Moreover, the quarrels of the rest of the world seemed so remote to 
Americans that when their governments decided to embark on war they 
thought it insufficient to present the case as that of contributing to a bal
ance of power or securing some minor territorial advantage. If Americans 
were to fight, it could only be on behalf of a great and transcendental prin
ciple. A great deal of manufactured crisis and misrepresentation of the 
facts thus went into getting the United States involved in Mexican-Amer
ican and Spanish-American Wars, while Woodrow Wilson launched a cru
sade to end all wars in order to persuade Americans to enter World War I. 

With this mind-set and this tradition, perhaps it was inevitable that the 
United States would interpret its rivalry with the Soviet Union as an ideo
logical crusade, a quasi-religious struggle for the soul of the world. In 
doing so it was not only responding to its own predilections but also to the 
Russians' rhetoric. And yet ironically the launching of the Cold War, in the 
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form of the Truman Doctrine, grew out of a simple balance of power prob
lem, when the British government informed the Americans that the wors
ening of their economic situation made it impossible for them to continue 
to maintain a sphere of influence in the Balkans that would impede the 
spread of Russian influence to Greece and Turkey. 

Believing that the Congress would not vote the necessary funds for aid 
to the governments of Greece and Turkey if he cast the issue in simple bal
ance-of-power terms, Secretary of State Dean Acheson instead opted for an 
alarmist sensationalizing of the issue as one of resistance to Communist 
plans for world conquest. His message was only too effective, and the bal
ance-of-power problem became instead a crusade that profoundly affected 
not only foreign policy but every corner of life within the United States. 

It was ironic that the conflict became interpreted in ideological terms. 
Long before Lenin was born, in the early nineteenth century, Alexis de 
Tocqueville had written that the territorial expansion of Russia and the 
United States made it inevitable that the two countries would some day 
come into conflict with each other. 

The United States sought to counter the outward thrust of Soviet expan
sionism on various levels. At one level, the threat was that of Soviet mili
tary power, of the movement of armies across frontiers, and the effort was 
made to form alliances and produce armaments to counter that threat. The 
threat was also political, in the sense of Communism's winning of adher
ents in the domestic political struggles of countries in Western Europe and 
elsewhere. To meet that threat, the United States embarked on a program 
of economic aid to strengthen the institutions of those societies, so that the 
public would be generally satisfied with a non-Communist state of affairs. 

A covert program was also begun, which grew eventually to vast pro
portions, for funneling financial assistance to non-Communist politicians 
and parties, strengthening non-Communist labor unions, conducting pro
paganda operations, bribing politicians and journalists, and infiltrating 
and manipulating left-wing parties. 

On a third level, the threat was regarded as that of Communist infiltra
tion of U.S. society and government with the multiple aims of manipulat
ing American popular attitudes, influencing government policy, and 
stealing military secrets. Although there was a basis of truth to these per
ceptions, they were inflated out of all proportion to the actual scope of the 
threat. Much of American policy became a self-destructive obsession with 
imaginary dangers. 

CONTAINMENT AND ITS CRITICS 

At the military level, the U.S. policy of blocking possible Soviet expan
sion was given theoretical definition by George E Kennan, then head of 
the Policy Planning Staff in the State Department, under the name of con-
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tainment. Although containment also had economic and ideological as
pects, its primary character was military. The policy sought, in effect, to 
create all the way around the periphery of the Soviet Union and its con
tiguous dependent states a barrier of counterforce, a set of alliances and 
armed forces that would be able to block any Soviet attempt at military ex
pansion with a superior combination of forces. In keeping with this policy, 
the United States created a network of alliances, and encouraged and 
sometimes financed the arming of governments around the world. 

Interestingly, the containment policy was criticized from all points of the 
political compass. On the right, containment was faulted for proposing 
only to check further Soviet advances, not to push back Soviet power from 
the point to which it had already expanded. Policies proposed to achieve 
the reversal of Soviet advances were called "liberation" or "rollback" and 
were featured heavily in Republican criticisms of the Truman administra
tion, which had adopted containment as its official strategy. However, 
when the Republicans came to power with Dwight David Eisenhower in 
1952 and with the apostle of liberation, Secretary of State John Foster 
Dulles, it soon became clear that any attempt at "liberating" areas already 
under Soviet control posed an unacceptable risk of general warfare. When 
the Hungarians rose in revolt against Russian domination in 1956, expect
ing from Dulles's rhetoric that the United States would send armed forces 
to back them up, the U.S. administration made clear that nothing of the 
kind was going to happen, and liberation was dead as a strategy. It sur
vived only in the form of covert harassment of governments allied with 
the Soviet Union, orchestrated by the Central Intelligence Agency. 

From the left, represented for example by Henry Wallace's candidacy for 
president in 1948 on the Progressive ticket, containment was criticized for 
ascribing aggressive rather than merely defensive intentions to the Rus-

THE LOYALTY-SECURITY PROGRAM 

Established by President Harry S. Truman in a 1947 executive order, the loy
alty-security program was based on the premise that the Soviet Union sponsored 
both espionage agents and "agents of influence/' who would try to shape U.S. 
policy in directions favorable to the Communist cause. Instead of succeeding in 
its objectives, however—any actual Soviet spies and agents of influence, if they 
existed, were too few and too well-concealed to be identified by an effort as 
clumsy—the loyalty-security program became a vehicle for the dismissal and per
secution of a great number of people who had socialist or progressive views, or
ganizational memberships, or even family members. The vagueness of the criteria 
applied, the numerous cases of mistaken identity, and the general hysteria to 
which the program gave rise made it ineffective; but it created a climate that 
helped to legitimize the McCarthyism of the 1950s. 
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sians, and for abandoning all hope of attempting to work cooperatively 
with them through such international institutions as the United Nations. 

From the moderate right, represented by the conservative wing of the 
Republican party then led by Senator Robert Taft of Ohio, isolationist ob
jections were raised to the great cost of the containment strategy and to its 
unwonted concern for the people of other countries. The business of the 
United States government, it was said, was to defend the United States, 
and this could be done quite effectively and at low cost without the United 
States having to defend half of the countries of the world besides. 

Perhaps the most interesting and prophetic criticism of containment 
came from a more centrist position, from the political commentator, Wal
ter Lippmann, who wrote that containment would cause the United States 
to overextend its resources; it would place the United States in the position 
of supporting every vicious and corrupt dictator who claimed to be anti-
Communist; it overestimated Soviet control of the satellite countries— 
Russian armies were not in fact available to threaten additional countries 
because they had trouble maintaining control of the population of the East 
European satellites; and, by assuming that it was up to the United States to 
undertake the defense of the countries along the periphery of the Soviet 
empire, it underestimated the strength of the local will to resist. 

Many of the problems and difficulties foreseen by Walter Lippmann in 
his critique of the containment policy at its inception indeed came to pass. 
The Cold War with the Soviet Union, necessary as it may have seemed at 
the time, provided ample evidence of the disastrous consequences of an 
obsessive search for perfect security. The three witches expressed the 
thought when they plotted the downfall of Macbeth: "For you all know, 
security / Is mortal's chiefest enemy." 

HOW THE COLD WAR WAS FOUGHT 

The world has been dominated by the logic of the opposition between 
East and West, both of which got themselves onto the treadmill of the mil
itary model of reality, the belief that survival was at stake and that all other 
considerations had to yield to the requirements of a security defined ex
clusively in military terms. 

Standard military doctrine teaches that military preparedness should be 
based not on the intentions of a potential enemy, which are difficult to 
know, and may change, but on the enemy state's capabilities. This can 
mean that preparedness has to be massive, with potential demands that 
are almost infinite. The potential enemy has to be deterred from an attack 
by the possession of overwhelming military power which he cannot hope 
to match. 

Seeing that the Soviet Union had no way of knowing for sure that the 
weapons accumulated by the United States were really intended only for 
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defensive purposes—they also based their military posture on their rival's 
capabilities rather than his intentions—they felt themselves constrained to 
build up an array of force sufficient to deter the United States from an at
tack. Thus the two sides engaged in an arms race. 

As was written in Chapter 14, an arms race, even if it starts out with de
fensive intentions, may itself precipitate a war. Fortunately, the Cold War 
arms race did not lead to a preventive war—if it had I would probably not 
be around to write this, nor you to read it. 

But the arms race has had deleterious effects in other ways. Of course, 
the tremendous expense involved in building today's high-technology 
weapons has contributed to the distortion of the U.S. budget, as military 
spending gets first priority and needed social programs are starved of 
funds. But the arms race has distorted the economy, as well as the bud
get. Most of the money spent on technical research and development in 
the United States was spent on weapons, and most engineers worked in 
arms-related industries. This is one of the reasons why the United States 
dropped behind its international competition, especially Japan, in the 
manufacture and marketing of durable consumer goods—if engineers 
are working on missiles, they can't be perfecting VCRs and television 
sets; while the arms production companies, and the federal deficit due 
partly to military spending, provided ways to absorb capital that was 
thus not available to help the United States to compete in civilian con
sumer goods. 

As early critics of containment policy predicted, the dynamics of the 
Cold War led the United States to become the hegemonic power for all the 
world outside the sphere of Soviet influence, to prop up or even to impose 
nasty dictatorial regimes that oppressed their own people, that tortured 
and stole money, so long as they were reliably anti-Communist; and con
versely to crush revolutionary or reformist movements that might tend to 
the Soviet side in the Cold War, or even that might be neutral, or even that 
might merely try to resist U.S. domination and control. Thus, for example, 
the Central Intelligence Agency managed the overthrow of the moderate 
social democratic government of Mohammed Mossadegh in Iran and or
ganized the return to power of the shah, whose extravagance and repres
sive policies only prepared the way for the fundamentalist Islamic 
revolution of Ayatollah Khomeini. The mildly reformist Guatemalan gov
ernment of Jacobo Arbenz was overthrown by CIA skullduggery in 1954, 
being replaced by a ferociously right-wing military regime which, with its 
successors, have ruled by terror and assassination. The moderate left-wing 
revolutionary movement of the Sandinistas in Nicaragua, which tolerated 
opposition parties and an opposition press, an active Roman Catholic 
Church, and a mixed economy primarily in private hands, was persecuted 
by a counterrevolutionary war organized and financed by the CIA that 
contributed only to needless death and suffering. 
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During the Cold War, U.S. policymakers focused overwhelmingly on 
the Soviet Union, magnifying the presumed threat it presented out of pro
portion to reality, and giving defense against that threat a priority over all 
other considerations. Most foreign policy questions were reduced to ques
tions of anti-Communism, while some related domestic political problems 
were ignored and allowed to become intractable, or were simply swept 
under the rug. The very serious dangers involved in the production of nu
clear weapons, for example, were minimized. Nuclear accidents were 
hushed up, so as not to give ammunition to those who opposed the pro
duction of nuclear weapons, even when this meant that people living near 
nuclear plants who had been irradiated were not informed, so that they 
did not seek proper medical attention. 

One of the great achievements of the United States has been its demo
cratic system, with its free press and lively opposition, its balancing of 
power among different agencies of government to prevent authoritarian
ism and oppression, its democratic accountability through the legislature 
to the people. Sadly, that great American achievement was subverted by 
the practices developed to fight the Cold War. The Constitution says that 
only Congress can declare war; but the CIA fought its secret wars, respon
sible only to itself and to a president who sometimes knew only as much 
as the agency chose to tell him. Inconvenient foreign politicians were as
sassinated. Huge amounts of funds were used without responsible ac
counting and applied to improper purposes. The American public, along 
with that in other countries, was misinformed by fraudulent news stories 
concocted by the secret agencies and fed to gullible or bribed journalists. 
On occasion, drug smuggling was encouraged to provide sources of in
come for the secret armies being operated in Southeast Asia and Central 
America. Political processes in other countries were subverted through 
bribery, manipulation of the electoral process, and the sponsoring of mili
tary seizures of power. It is a sorry record. 

THE END OF THE COLD WAR 

Nevertheless, during Mikhail Gorbachev's leadership of the Soviet 
Union, the world was presented with an extraordinary opportunity. The 
Soviet Union was being transformed so that it no longer resembled the to
talitarian monolith of the Stalin years. The East European countries recov
ered their freedom of action, as Gorbachev pledged that Soviet troops 
would not intervene in their internal affairs, and they used it to move to
ward open political systems and open economies. The Cold War could 
now be liquidated. The principles of political and economic freedom had 
won; in a sense the West had won, although in another sense the reformers 
and indeed most people in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe had cer
tainly won, too. 
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At first the more frozen cold warriors in the West refused to believe the 
evidence of their senses. By definition, totalitarianism could not change. 
Soviet propaganda was designed to mislead; perhaps glasnost (openness; 
transparency) and perestroika (restructuring) were simply fraudulent ele
ments in a new Soviet disinformation program.1 But finally the genuine
ness of the changes in the East became too obvious to be denied and the 
government of the United States confronted a challenge. Had too much in
ertia built up behind the old routines? Could the secret agencies be made 
accountable? Had it become too comfortable for presidents to pose as 
gladiators rather than to deal with real problems? Instead of a genuine ad
justment to reality, it might be easier to keep the apparatus of the national 
security state intact and merely direct it against a new target: Iraq, per
haps, or North Korea; a war on terrorism perhaps, or a war on drugs— 
which could be kept going indefinitely because it would be impossible to 
know they were ever finally won. 

The ending of the Cold War and the coming of democracy to Eastern 
Europe presented the world with a bright moment of hope and opportu
nity. But it also provided an occasion for remembering that the problems 
that the classical political philosophers had been concerned with, and the 
dangers the framers of the U.S. Constitution had tried to guard against— 
the various ways in which power can be abused—did not begin with the 
Cold War and have not ended with it. 

NOTE 

1. Caspar Weinberger, Reagan's secretary of defense, was quoted as late as Oc
tober 1993 saying, "I've never been an admirer of Gorbachev. He's a phony. He 
took in the West. He never actually repudiated communism." Image magazine, San 
Francisco Examiner, October 24,1993, p. 4. 

KEY TERMS 

Cold War isolationism 

proletarian internationalism glasnost 

Truman Doctrine perestroika 

containment 



This page intentionally left blank 



Conclusion: 
Past, Present, Future 



This page intentionally left blank 



JLT JLan is a part of nature, which 
means he has been programmed to survive, to assert himself, to procreate, 
and to protect his young; to achieve those purposes he has had to develop 
techniques of combat, of conflict and cooperation, of competition and the 
establishment of consensus. Much of his behavior is rationally designed to 
achieve these goals, even when its rationality is not known to the con
scious mind but is only instinctive. Just as an ideology that was based on 
the achievement of interests may become functionally autonomous, how
ever, and indicate behavior that is actually contrary to one's interests in a 
particular case, so some fundamental drive, or even a culturally learned 
pattern of behavior whose implicit purpose aims at the furtherance of na
ture's intentions, may become functionally autonomous. That is, it may 
not in fact be productive of the intended purpose in this specific case. For 
the person in question, the behavior may have an "expressive" rather than 
an "instrumental" function—that is, it may make him or her feel better to 
act in that way, but it will not achieve their goals and may in fact defeat 
their achievement of those goals. 

People may have successful political careers because they are lucky, but 
they have probably also been behaving instrumentally, with a lively sense 
of the best way to achieve their purposes. Those purposes represent some 
combination of the promotion of one's own career and the pursuit of 
goals in the interest of the political community, or of some partial com
munity the politician represents. Some politicians seem to have hardly 
any goal beyond self-promotion. To be sure, without a certain amount of 
self-promotion, a politician cannot survive and prosper; but the judgment 
of history, and ours as students of politics in general, cannot be kind to 
the political figure who has no ambitions beyond personal power and 
wealth. 
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The best-drawn constitutions, like those of the United States and the 
Federal Republic of Germany, try to create institutions so constructed that 
the efforts of even the most opportunistic and narrow-minded of politi
cians will work for the general good, because that is how election and re
election are won and bureaucratic turf defended. Nevertheless, it is not 
possible for optimum or even satisfactory solutions of many problems to 
be achieved simply on the basis of the automatic functioning of cleverly 
designed institutions. For the satisfactory resolution of some problems it is 
necessary to take into account interests that may not increase one's vote 
total in the next elections: the interest of future generations, for example, 
or even the long-range interests of existing populations. For this reason, 
we have learned to honor statesmen, who can see beyond the immediate 
and the short-range, who have the courage to sacrifice some immediate 
short-term element of interest, perhaps to risk their careers, in order to 
achieve lasting solutions, solutions of greater value for more people over a 
longer time. 

PROBLEM-SOLVING AND CONSENSUS-BUILDING 

In situations of conflict, people's positions are usually stated in terms of ideo
logical principle. One faculty member may announce that a greater stress should 
be put on research, while another wi l l argue that teaching has not received 
enough emphasis. The government of one country may proclaim its devotion to 
the freedom of the seas, while another may appeal to the rights of national self-
determination. 

As we have already noted, however, ideology is normally a generalized state
ment of interests. The first step in resolving a dispute is to find out what specific 
interest each of the contenders is concerned to defend or promote. It is altogether 
likely that an insistence on different principles wi l l lead to nothing but conflict, 
whereas it may be possible to reach an accommodation with respect to the spe
cific interests at stake. In his work as a university administrator, the author has 
found that if apparently irreconcilable conflicts of principle are set aside, a rea
sonable compromise settlement of the underlying differences about specific in
terests can usually be found that is acceptable to all parties. 

In fact, disagreements about principle are so often rationalizations of compet
ing claims for allocation of resources that it is amusing to see how often presen
tations to decision-making bodies—for example, testimony before congressional 
committees—can be quite adequately translated as "Please give us money." 

As has been pointed out, an individual's political attitudes and behavior 
grow out of a particular conception of identity, leading to the specification 
of interests and to an ideological formulation that serves as a guide to atti
tudes and action in cases where interests are not obvious. The same can be 
said for countries. The principles of a country's foreign policy, seen in this 
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light, are an ideologization of its interests, as these are derived from a con
cept of national identity. 

Thus Mexico, for example, although a country of substantial population 
and area, thinks of itself as small and weak because it is next to the pow
erful United States, and because it has historically been the victim of an
nexation of its lands by the United States and the involvement of the 
United States in its political affairs, usually on behalf of U.S. economic in
terests operating in Mexico. As a result, Mexico identifies its interest as 
being able to manage its own affairs while still receiving foreign invest
ments and being involved in international trade. The ideology of Mexico's 
foreign policy, therefore, as announced on many occasions over the years, 
stresses the juridical equality of states, no matter their size; state sover
eignty and the denial of any right of foreign intervention; and the solution 
of disputes by peaceful means only. Sometimes, in fact, those principles 
are at variance with what it is in Mexico's interests to do in a specific case. 
In that case, interests and not principles are followed, but the principles 
are nevertheless firmly reasserted on the next possible occasion, and serve 
to guide Mexico's policies when no countervailing interest seems at stake. 

The process in the United States is similar. Americans conceive of their 
country as democratic and capitalist (although "free-market" terminology 
is more common, as "capitalist" has a flavor of Marxism about it, and 
some negative connotations). Because of its capitalist character, the eco
nomic interests that U.S. foreign policy defends are often those of large 
corporations, normally but not always "domiciled" in the United States. 

The transformation of the global situation that followed on the end of 
the Cold War has been called the "New World Order." A new world order 
is indeed taking shape, its salient characteristics being the triumph of 
"free-market" economic norms, and the general acceptance of at least the 
rhetoric, if not always the practice, of constitutional democracy. This is an 
occasion for rejoicing, but only in part. As one set of problems seems to 
have been solved, another set has taken its place. 

The triumph of capitalism has not only been the victory of certain prin
ciples of economic organization; it has meant the strengthening of the 
power of international corporations and financial institutions, and the cor
responding weakening of attempts by national governments to regulate 
them. Much of that regulation was uneconomic, counterproductive, and 
wasteful; but it also had a purpose, which was to avoid the concentration 
of power, to promote a more equal distribution of income, and to ensure 
that the general interests of the community would be protected. Although 
the ideology of capitalism is now generally dominant in the world, those 
regulatory functions still need to be performed. The danger is always pre
sent that governments will come to represent only the rich and powerful. 

In other words, the power of the institutions of international capitalism 
needs to be counterbalanced—as excessive power, as James Madison 
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taught us, must always be counterbalanced. In general, this can occur in 
two ways: by a revival of the consciousness of governments of their re
sponsibility to those who happen not to be rich and powerful, through a 
reinvigoration of the institutions of democratic control, such as political 
parties and public education; or by the strengthening of the interests and 
organizations of people other than the owners of wealth—that is, of labor 
and consumers. 

The power of labor has grown weaker as changes in the processes of 
production have continuously replaced labor by investment in new tech
nology or new forms of organization, which is, after all, the nature of a dy
namic capitalism. It may be, however, that the role of labor will become 
more important again in a different form, at the level of the individual 
company or productive unit, as more complicated technologically sophis
ticated processes require the involvement of workers in decision-making 
to a greater extent, so that workers may have a participatory role, although 
perhaps locally rather than at the level of nationally organized labor orga
nizations. Additionally, more businesses that do better than break even, 
but not enough better to produce a satisfactory rate of return for investors, 
may come to be owned by their workers. 

Consumer organizations are likely to grow in importance, as voting 
blocs or pressure organizations, or even in the form of environmentally 
conscious or "green" political parties. The environmental movement is 
one form in which the interests of consumers, present and future, are 
brought to bear to limit, or balance, the narrower interests promoted by 
the owners and managers of corporations. 

At all events, there is room for optimism. In human affairs, there seem to 
be cycles, as situations that have developed too far in one direction swing 
back in the other. Surely Hegel had it right: history moves dialectically, in 
pendular movements; as contradictions develop, each thesis produces its 
own antithesis. Or to vary the metaphor, in the environmentalist language 
we are learning to speak: like other parts of nature, human society has the 
ability to heal itself, to recover and regenerate its well-being. What could 
be more appropriate than to face a new millennium in a hopeful mood? 
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