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I
n this brief book I return to a subject—political equal-

ity—that has long concerned me and that I have often

discussed in previous work. To provide a foundation

for the later chapters, in Chapter 2 I draw freely from

these writings. Readers who are familiar with them might

therefore wish to move speedily through that chapter, or

even skip it entirely, and move on to the rest of the book.

As I have emphasized in earlier work, the existence of

political equality is a fundamental premise of democracy. Yet

its meaning and its relation to democracy, and to the dis-

tribution of resources that a citizen can use to influence

public decisions, are not, I think, well understood. More-

over, like the democratic ideal itself, and indeed like most

ideals, certain basic aspects of human nature and human

society prevent us from ever fully achieving complete politi-

cal equality among the citizens of a democratic country. Yet

in one of the most profound changes in human history, since

the late eighteenth century democracy and political equality

have greatly advanced around the world.
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Preface

How can we understand this extraordinary change? I argue

here that to explain it we must probe certain basic human

qualities that drive human beings to action—in this case,

actions that support movement toward political equality.

Yet these basic drives operate in a world that is increas-

ingly di√erent from that of earlier centuries, including the

last. How hospitable to political equality is the world of the

twenty-first century likely to be?

If we focus on the United States, the answer is unclear. In

my final chapters I o√er two radically di√erent scenarios, one

pessimistic, one hopeful; each of which, I believe, is highly

plausible. In the first, powerful international and domestic

forces push us toward an irreversible level of political in-

equality that so greatly impairs our present democratic in-

stitutions as to render the ideals of democracy and political

equality virtually irrelevant. In the other and more hopeful

scenario, a very basic and powerful human drive—the desire

for well-being or happiness—fosters a cultural shift. An in-

creasing awareness that the dominant culture of competitive

consumerism does not lead to greater happiness gives way to

a culture of citizenship that strongly encourages movement

toward greater political equality among American citizens.

Which of these futures will prevail depends on the com-

ing generations of American citizens.
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Introduction

T
hroughout much of recorded history, an asser-

tion that adult human beings are entitled to

be treated as political equals would have been

widely viewed by many as self-evident non-

sense, and by rulers as a dangerous and subversive claim that

they must suppress.

The expansion of democratic ideas and beliefs since the

eighteenth century has all but converted that subversive

claim into a commonplace—so much so that authoritarian

rulers who wholly reject the claim in practice may publicly

embrace it in their ideological pronouncements.

Yet even in democratic countries, as any citizen who care-

fully observes political realities can conclude, the gap be-

tween the goal of political equality and its actual achieve-

ment is huge. In some democratic countries, including the

United States, the gap may be increasing and may even be in

danger of reaching the point of irrelevancy.

Is the goal of political equality so far beyond our human

limits that we should seek more easily attainable ends and
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ideals? Or are there changes within our limited human reach

that would greatly reduce the gap between the ideal and our

present reality?

To answer these questions fully would take us far beyond

the confines of this brief book. I’m going to begin by assum-

ing that the ideal of democracy presupposes that political

equality is desirable. Consequently, if we believe in democ-

racy as a goal or ideal, then implicitly we must view political

equality as a goal or ideal. In several of my earlier works I have

shown why these assumptions seem to me to be highly rea-

sonable and provide us with goals su≈ciently within our

human reach to be considered as feasible and realistic.∞ In

Chapter 2, in recapitulating my reasons for supporting these

judgments I’ll draw freely from these earlier works.

In the chapters that follow, I want to provide some further

reflections on the relevance of political equality as a feasible

and attainable goal. An important body of evidence is pro-

vided by the historical advance of ‘‘democratic’’ systems and

the expansion of citizenship to include more and more adults.

To help us understand the causes underlying this extraordi-

nary and historically unprecedented advance toward political

equality, in Chapter 4 I’ll emphasize the importance of some

widespread—even universal—human drives.

Yet if these basic human qualities and capacities provide

us with reasons for upholding political equality as a feasible
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(even if not fully attainable) goal, we must also consider—as

I shall do in Chapter 5—some fundamental aspects of human

beings and human societies that impose persistent barriers to

political equality.

If we then focus our attention on the future of political

equality in the United States, we can readily envision the

realistic possibility that rising barriers will greatly increase po-

litical inequality among American citizens. In Chapter 6, I’ll

explore this possible future.

In the final chapter, I’ll describe an alternative and more

hopeful future in which some basic human drives may pro-

duce a cultural shift that would lead to a substantial reduction

in the political inequalities that now prevail among American

citizens.

It is beyond my capacities to predict which of these—or

other—possible futures will actually prevail. But I feel con-

fident that the outcome can be strongly influenced by the

individual and collective e√orts and actions that we, and our

successors, choose to undertake.
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Is Political Equality a Reasonable Goal?

I
f we make two assumptions, each of which hard to

reject in reasonable and open public discourse, the

case for political equality and democracy becomes ex-

traordinarily powerful. The first is the moral judg-

ment that all human beings are of equal intrinsic worth, that

no person is intrinsically superior to another, and that the

good or interests of each person must be given equal consid-

eration.∞ Let me call this the assumption of intrinsic equality.

Even if we accept this moral judgment, the deeply trou-

blesome question immediately arises: who or what group is

best qualified to decide what the good or interests of a person

really are? Clearly the answer will vary depending on the

situation, the kinds of decisions, and the persons involved.

But if we restrict our focus to the government of a state, then

it seems to me that the safest and most prudent assumption

would run something like this: Among adults no persons are

so definitely better qualified than others to govern that they

should be entrusted with complete and final authority over

the government of the state.
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Although we might reasonably add refinements and qual-

ifications to this prudential judgment, for at least three rea-

sons it is di≈cult to see how any substantially di√erent prop-

osition could be supported. First, Acton’s famous and oft

quoted proposition appears to express a fundamental truth

about human beings: power corrupts, and absolute power

corrupts absolutely. Whatever the intentions of rulers may be

at the outset of their rule, any commitment they may have to

serving ‘‘the public good’’ is likely to be transformed in time

into an identification of ‘‘the public good’’ with the mainte-

nance of the their own powers and privileges. Second, just as

free discussion and controversy are, as John Stuart Mill fa-

mously argued, essential to the pursuit of truth—or, if you

prefer, to reasonably justifiable judgments—a government

unchecked by citizens who are free to discuss and oppose the

policies of their leaders is more likely to blunder, sometimes

disastrously, as modern authoritarian regimes have amply

demonstrated.≤ Finally, consider the most crucial historical

cases in which substantial numbers of persons were denied

equal citizenship: does anyone really believe today that when

the working classes, women, and racial and ethnic minorities

were excluded from political participation, their interests

were adequately considered and protected by those who were

privileged to govern them?

I do not mean to say that the reasons I have given were in
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the minds of the persons who brought about greater political

equality. I am simply saying that moral and prudential judg-

ments o√er strong support for political equality as a desirable

and reasonable goal or ideal.

POLITICAL EQUALITY AND DEMOCRACY

If we conclude that political equality is desirable in gov-

erning a state (though not necessarily in all other human

associations), how may it be achieved? It almost goes without

saying that the only political system for governing a state that

derives its legitimacy and its political institutions from the

idea of political equality is a democracy. What political in-

stitutions are necessary in order for a political system to

qualify as a democracy? And why these institutions?

i d e a l  v s .  a c t u a l

We can’t answer these questions satisfactorily, I believe,

without a concept of an ideal democracy. For the same rea-

sons that Aristotle found it useful to describe his three ideal

constitutions in order to classify actual systems, a description

of an ideal democracy provides a model against which to

compare various actual systems. Unless we have a conception

of the ideal against which to compare the actual, our rea-

soning will be circular or purely arbitrary: e.g., ‘‘the United

States, Britain, France, and Norway are all democracies;
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therefore, the political institutions they all have in common

must be the basic institutions that are necessary to democ-

racy; therefore, since these countries possess these institu-

tions, they must be democracies.’’

We need to keep in mind that a description of an ‘‘ideal’’

system can serve two di√erent but entirely compatible pur-

poses. One is to assist in empirical or scientific theory.

The other is to help us make moral judgments by providing

an ideal end or goal. These are often confused, though an

‘‘ideal’’ in the first sense does not necessarily imply an ‘‘ideal’’

in the other.

In empirical theory the function of an ideal system is

to describe the characteristics or operation of that system

under a set of perfect (ideal) conditions. Galileo inferred the

rate at which an object would fall in a vacuum—i.e., under

ideal conditions—by measuring the speed of a marble rolling

down an inclined plane. Obviously he did not and could not

measure its rate of fall in a vacuum. Yet his law of falling

bodies remains valid today. It is not uncommon in physics to

formulate hypotheses concerning the behavior of an object

or force under ideal conditions that cannot be perfectly at-

tained in actual experiments but that can be satisfactorily

approximated. In a similar spirit, when the German sociolo-

gist Max Weber described ‘‘three pure types of legitimate

authority’’ he commented that ‘‘the usefulness of the above
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classification can only be judged by its results in promoting

systematic analysis . . . [N]one of these three ideal types . . . is

usually to be found in historical cases in ‘pure’ form.’’≥

An ideal in the second sense is understood as a desirable

goal, one probably not perfectly achievable in practice, but a

standard to which we ought to aspire, and against which we

can measure the good or value of what has been achieved,

what actually exists.

A definition and description of democracy may be in-

tended to serve only the first purpose; or it may serve the sec-

ond as well. As an aid to empirical theory, a conception of

democracy may come not from an advocate but from a critic

for whom even the ideal is unsatisfactory, or simply irrelevant

to human experience because of the enormous gap between

the goal and any possibility of a satisfactory approximation.

i d e a l  d e m o c r a c y

Although an ideal democracy might be portrayed in many

ways, a useful starting point is the etymological origins of the

term: demos + kratia, rule by ‘‘the people.’’ In order to leave

open the question of just which ‘‘people’’ are provided with

full political equality, instead of ‘‘the people’’ let me briefly

use the more neutral term ‘‘demos.’’

At a minimum an ideal democracy would, I believe, re-

quire these features:



9

Is Political Equality a Reasonable Goal?

≤ E√ective participation. Before a policy is adopted by the

association, all the members of the demos must have equal

and e√ective opportunities for making known to other

members their views about what the policy should be.

≤ Equality in voting. When the moment arrives at which

the decision will finally be made, every member must have

an equal and e√ective opportunity to vote, and all votes

must be counted as equal.

≤ Gaining enlightened understanding. Within a reasonable

amount of time, each member would have equal and ef-

fective opportunities for learning about the relevant alter-

native policies and their likely consequences.

≤ Final control of the agenda. The demos would have the

exclusive opportunity to decide how (and if ) its members

chose which matters are to be placed on the agenda. Thus

the democratic process required by the three preceding

features would never be closed. The policies of the associa-

tion would always be open to change by the demos, if its

members chose to do so.

≤ Inclusion. Every member of the demos would be entitled

to participate in the ways just described: e√ective partici-

pation, equality in voting, seeking an enlightened under-

standing of the issues, and exercising final control over

the agenda.
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≤ Fundamental rights. Each of the necessary features of an

ideal democracy prescribes a right that is itself a necessary

part of an ideal democratic order: a right to participate, a

right to have one’s vote counted equally with the votes of

others, a right to search for the knowledge necessary in

order to understand the issue on the agenda, and a right to

participate on an equal footing with one’s fellow citizens

in exercising final control over the agenda. Democracy

consists, then, not only of political processes. It is also

necessarily a system of fundamental rights.

a c t u a l  d e m o c r a t i c  s y s t e m s

Political philosophers from Aristotle to Rousseau and later

have generally insisted that no actual political system is likely

to meet fully the requirements of the ideal. Although the

political institutions of actual democracies may be necessary

in order for a political system to attain a relatively high level

of democracy, they may not be, indeed almost certainly will

not be, su≈cient to achieve anything like perfect or ideal

democracy. Yet the institutions amount to a large step toward

the ideal, as presumably they did in Athens when citizens,

leaders, and political philosophers named their system a

democracy—i.e., an actual if not ideal democracy—or in the

United States when Tocqueville, like most others in America

and elsewhere, unhesitatingly called it a democracy.
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If a unit is small in numbers and area, the political institu-

tions of assembly democracy could readily be seen as fulfill-

ing the requirements for a ‘‘government by the people.’’ The

citizens would be free to learn as much as they could about

the proposals that are to come before them. They could

discuss policies and proposals with their fellow citizens, seek

out information from members they regard as better in-

formed, and consult written or other sources. They could

meet at a convenient place—Pnyx Hill in Athens, the Forum

in Rome, the Palazzo Ducale in Venice, the town hall in a

New England village. There, under the guidance of a neutral

moderator, within reasonable time limits they could discuss,

debate, amend, propose. Finally, they could cast their votes,

all votes being counted equal, with the votes of a majority

prevailing.

It is easy to see, then, why assembly democracy is some-

times thought to be much closer to the ideal than a rep-

resentative system could possibly be, and why the most ar-

dent advocates of assembly democracy sometimes insist, like

Rousseau in the Social Contract, that the term representa-

tive democracy is self-contradictory. Yet views like these have

failed to win many converts.
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THE POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS OF

REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY

Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in

Europe and the English-speaking countries a set of politi-

cal institutions needed for democratic representative govern-

ments evolved that, taken as a whole, was entirely new in

human history.∂ Despite important di√erences in constitu-

tional structures, these basic political institutions are similar

in their broad outlines. The most important are:

≤ Important government decisions and policies are directly

or indirectly adopted by, or accountable to, o≈cials who

are chosen in popular elections.

≤ Citizens are entitled to participate freely in fair and reason-

ably frequent elections in which coercion is uncommon.

≤ Citizens are entitled to run for and serve in elective o≈ces,

though requirements as to age and place of residence may

be imposed.

≤ Citizens may express themselves publicly over a broad

range of politically relevant subjects, without danger of

severe punishment.

≤ All citizens are entitled to seek out independent sources

of information from other citizens, newspapers, and

many other sources; moreover, sources of information not

under the control of the government or any single group



13

Is Political Equality a Reasonable Goal?

actually exist and are e√ectively protected by law in their

expression.

≤ In full contrast to the prevailing view in earlier democ-

racies and republics that political ‘‘factions’’ were a danger

to be avoided, both theory and practice came to insist that

in order for citizens to achieve their various rights they

must possess a further right to form and participate in

relatively independent associations and organizations, in-

cluding independent political parties and interest groups.

Political institutions like these developed in di√erent coun-

tries under various political and historical circumstances, and

they were not necessarily fostered only by democratic im-

pulses. Yet it would become increasingly apparent that they

were necessary institutions for achieving a satisfactory level of

democracy in a political unit, like a country, that was too large

for assembly democracy.

The relation between the institutions of actual (large-

scale) democracy and the requirements of an ideal democ-

racy can be summarized thus:
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In a unit as large as a country,

these political institutions are

necessary:

in order to satisfy these criteria

of ideal democracy:

1. Elected representatives E√ective participation

Control of the agenda

2. Free, fair, and frequent

elections

Voting equality

E√ective participation

3. Freedom of expression E√ective participation

Enlightened understanding

Control of the agenda

4. Alternative sources of infor-

mation

E√ective participation

Enlightened understanding

Control of the agenda

5. Associational autonomy E√ective participation

Enlightened understanding

Control of the agenda

6. Inclusion of all members of

the demos

E√ective participation

Voting equality

Enlightened understanding

Control of the agenda

l e g i t i m a t e  l i m i t s  o n  t h e

p o w e r  o f  t h e  d e m o s

If citizens disagree on policies, whose views should pre-

vail? The standard answer in democratic systems is that the

decision must follow the will of the majority of citizens, or in

representative systems, the majority of their representatives
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in the legislative body. Because the principle of majority rule

and its justification have been the subject of careful and, I

believe, convincing analyses from John Locke to the present

day, I shall not undertake to justify majority rule except to

say that no other rule appears to be consistent with the

assumption that all citizens are entitled to be treated as polit-

ical equals. Although majority rule is not without problems,

these are not at issue here.∑

To return now to our question: If we assume that mem-

bership in the demos and the necessary political institutions

have been satisfactorily established, what limits may properly

be placed on the authority of the demos to enact laws, and

more concretely, on the authority of a majority of the mem-

bers of the demos?

n e c e s s a r y  d e m o c r a t i c  r i g h t s

If we believe in the desirability and feasibility of represen-

tative democracy for large-scale political systems, and if the

institutions I have just mentioned, together with their requi-

site rights, are necessary for representative democracy, then it

follows that actions that would significantly weaken or even

destroy these rights cannot be legitimate and may properly

be placed outside the legal and constitutional authority of

majorities. Although a thorough examination of the issue

would take us further than I wish to go here, as a matter of
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straightforward logic it seems obvious that the fundamental

rights necessary to democracy itself  cannot legitimately be in-

fringed by majorities whose actions are justified only by the

principle of political equality. Simply put, if we assume that:

1. Achieving political equality is a desirable and feasible

goal.

2. Majority rule is justified only as a means of achieving

political equality.

3. A democratic political system is a necessary (though not

su≈cient) condition for achieving political equality.

4. And certain rights are necessary (though not su≈cient)

for fully achieving a democratic political system.

Then it follows that:

≤ To deny or infringe on these necessary rights would harm

a democratic political system.

≤ By harming a democratic system, these denials or infringe-

ments on necessary rights would harm political equality.

≤ If majority rule is justified only as a means of achieving

political equality (assumption 2, above), the principle of

majority rule cannot reasonably justify actions that inflict

harm on rights necessary to a democratic system.

It would not be inconsistent with democratic beliefs, then,

to impose limits on the authority of a majority to undertake
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actions that would destroy an institution like freedom of

speech that is necessary if a democratic system is to exist.

This is the intent, for example, of a Bill of Rights embedded

in a constitution that cannot be altered by ordinary major-

ities of 50 percent plus one, but instead requires that amend-

ments must be passed by supermajorities.

Logically, of course, even the members of the requisite

supermajority required for constitutional change could not

logically believe both in the desirability democracy and

at the same time support a constitutional amendment that

would severely impair or destroy one of its requisites, such as

freedom of speech, free and fair elections, and others listed

above.

Here we pass over the threshold from ought to is. In the

world of empirical reality, if a preponderant majority of ac-

tive citizens in a democratic country persistently believe that

a right necessary to democracy is undesirable and should be

sharply limited or abolished, then that right is very likely to

be curtailed. Even an independent judiciary would be unable

to stem a strong tide running steadily against democratic

rights. When a demos ceases to believe that the rights neces-

sary to democracy are desirable, their democracy will soon

become an oligarchy or a tyranny.

There is, however, another and more insidious route from

democracy to oligarchy. Even if most members of the demos
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continue to believe in the desirability of these fundamental

rights, they may fail to undertake the political actions that

would be necessary in order to protect and preserve those

rights from infringements imposed by political leaders who

possess greater resources for gaining their own political ends.

i s  p o l i t i c a l  e q u a l i t y  a

f e a s i b l e  g o a l ?

These observations pose a fundamental and troubling

question. Even if we believe that political equality is a highly

desirable goal, and that this goal is best achieved in a demo-

cratic political system, is the goal really achievable, even in a

democratic system? Or do some fundamental aspects of hu-

man beings and human society present barriers to political

equality so high that for all practical purposes the goal is and

will remain so distant that we should abandon e√orts to

achieve it?

The United States provides telling examples of the huge

gap between the rhetoric and reality of political equality.

In the second paragraph of a document that is otherwise

a rather tedious listing of the ‘‘repeated injuries and usur-

pations’’ inflicted by the king of Great Britain, we encoun-

ter the famous assertion of a supposedly self-evident truth,

that all men are created equal. The authors of the American

Declaration of Independence and the fifty-five delegates to
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the Second Continental Congress who voted to adopt it in

July 1776, were, of course, all men, none of whom had the

slightest intention of extending the su√rage or many other

basic political and civil rights to women, who, in legal con-

templation, were essentially the property of their fathers or

husbands.

‘‘Of women,’’ Rogers Smith writes in his masterful work

on American citizenship, ‘‘the Constitution said nothing di-

rectly. It did, however, use masculine pronouns thirty times

describing U.S. Representatives, Senators, the Vice-President

and the President . . . The salient fact . . . was the Constitu-

tion left intact the state constitutions that denied women the

franchise and other legal and political privileges.’’∏

Nor did the worthy supporters of the Declaration intend

to include slaves or, for that matter, free persons of African

origin, who were a substantial fraction of the population in

almost all the colonies that now claimed the right to become

independent self-governing republics.π The principal author

of the Declaration, Thomas Je√erson, owned several hun-

dred slaves, none of whom he freed during his life; and he

freed only five on his death.∫ It was not until more than four

score and seven years later (to borrow a poetic phrase from

Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address) that slavery was legally abol-

ished in the United States by force of arms and constitutional

enactment. And it took yet another century before the rights
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of African Americans to participate in political life began to

be e√ectively enforced in the American South. Now, two

generations later, Americans white and black still bear the

deep wounds that slavery and its aftermath inflicted on hu-

man equality, freedom, dignity, and respect.

Our noble Declaration also silently excluded the people

who for some thousands of years had inhabited the lands

that Europeans colonized and came to occupy. We are all, I

think, familiar with the story of how the settlers denied

homes, land, place, freedom, dignity, and humanity to these

earlier peoples of America, whose descendants even to-

day continue to su√er from the e√ects of their treatment

throughout several centuries when their most elementary

claims to legal, economic, and political—not to say social—

standing as equal human beings were rejected, often by vio-

lence, a lengthy period followed more recently by neglect

and indi√erence.

All this in a country that visitors from Europe like Tocque-

ville portrayed, quite correctly, I think, as displaying a

passion for equality stronger than they had ever observed

elsewhere.

It would be easy to provide endless examples from other

democratic countries. Many Europeans would probably

agree that over many centuries the people of one of the most
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advanced democratic countries in the world, Britain, have

been concerned more passionately than in any other western

European country with maintaining social inequalities in the

form of di√erences in class and status, which in turn played

out in many ways, notably in higher education, the admi-

rable British Civil Service, the professions, including law

and justice, and business. Until only a few years ago, unlike

any other democratic country in the world, Britain main-

tained the astonishing anachronism of an upper house in

its national parliament consisting overwhelmingly of heredi-

tary peers.

The historical gap between the public rhetoric and reality

of political equality is by no means unique to the United

States and Britain. In many ‘‘democratic’’ countries, large

parts of the adult male population were excluded from the

su√rage until late in the nineteenth century, or even until the

twentieth century. And only two ‘‘democratic’’ countries—

New Zealand and Australia—had extended the su√rage to

women in national elections before the 1920s. In France

and Belgium, women did not gain the su√rage in national

elections until after the Second World War. In Switzerland,

where universal male su√rage was established for males

in 1848, women were not guaranteed the right to vote

until 1971.
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So much for the rhetorical commitment to political equal-

ity so often asserted by leaders and by many citizens—male

citizens—in ‘‘democratic’’ countries.

THE GROWTH OF POLITICAL EQUALITY

Despite the obvious fact that equality has often been de-

nied in practice in many places, remarkably over the past

several centuries many claims to equality, including political

equality, have come to be strongly reinforced by institutions,

practices, and behavior. Although this monumental histori-

cal movement is in some respects worldwide, it has been

most conspicuous, perhaps, in democratic countries like

Britain, France, the United States, the Scandinavian coun-

tries, Holland, and many others.

In the opening pages of the first volume of Democracy in

America Tocqueville pointed to the inexorable increase in the

equality of conditions among his French countrymen ‘‘at

intervals of fifty years, beginning with the eleventh century.’’

Nor was this revolution taking place only in his own coun-

try: ‘‘Whithersoever we turn our eyes,’’ he wrote, ‘‘we shall

witness the same continual revolution throughout the whole

of Christendom.’’

‘‘The gradual development of the equality of conditions,’’

he goes on to say, ‘‘is . . . a providential fact, and it possesses

all the characteristics of a Divine decree: it is universal, it is
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durable, it constantly eludes all human interference, and all

events as well as men contribute to its progress.’’Ω

We may wish to grant Tocqueville a certain measure of

hyperbole in this passage. We may also want to note that in

his second volume several years later he was more troubled

by what he viewed as some of the undesirable consequences

of democracy and equality. Even so, he did not doubt that a

continuing advance of democracy and equality was inevita-

ble. If today we look back to the changes since his time, we,

like Tocqueville in his own day, may well be amazed at the

extent to which ideas and practices that respect and pro-

mote political equality have advanced across so much of the

world—and, for that matter, aspects of a broader human

equality as well.

As to political equality, consider the incredible spread of

democratic ideas, institutions, and practices during the cen-

tury just ended. In 1900, forty-eight countries were fully

or moderately independent countries. Of these, only eight

possessed all the other basic institutions of representative

democracy, and in only one of these, New Zealand, had

women gained the right to vote. Furthermore, these eight

countries contained no more than 10 to 12 percent of the

world’s population. At the opening of our present century,

among some one hundred ninety countries the political in-

stitutions and practices of modern representative democracy,
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including universal su√rage, exist in around eighty-five, at

levels comparable to those in Britain, western Europe, and

the United States. These countries include almost six out of

every ten inhabitants of the globe today.∞≠

In Britain, as we all know, the working classes and women

were enfranchised, and more. Men and women of middle,

lower middle, and working class origins not only gained

access to the House of Commons and its facilities but to the

cabinet and even the post of prime minister. And the heredi-

tary peers in the House of Lords have, after all, at last been

sent packing—well, most of them. In the United States, too,

women were enfranchised; the Voting Rights Act of 1965

protecting the right of African Americans to vote did in

fact become law; the law was actually enforced; and African

Americans have become a significant force in American po-

litical life. I wish I could say that the miserable condition of

so many Native Americans had greatly changed for the bet-

ter, but that sad legacy of human injustice remains with us.

Failures and all, if we simply assume that beliefs about

equality are always hopelessly anemic contestants in the

struggle against the powerful forces that generate inequali-

ties, we could not possibly account for the enormous gains

for human equality over the past two centuries. Yet the ques-

tion remains: given all the obstacles to political equality, how

can we account for these gains?
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A BRIEF SKETCH OF MOVEMENTS TOWARD

POLITICAL EQUALITY

To help us understand how change toward political equal-

ity may come about despite the superior resources of the

privileged strata, I want to present a schematic portrayal of

the process.∞∞

p r i v i l e g e  i s  j u s t i f i e d  b y  d o c t r i n e

The most highly privileged members of a society—the

political, social, and economic elites, if you will—typically

espouse and, when they can, even enforce doctrines that

justify their superiority. Often these doctrines are supported,

and perhaps have been created, by religious authorities who

themselves are members of the upper strata—as with ‘‘the

divine right of kings’’ that over many centuries served in

Europe to justify the rule of monarchs. Philosophers also

contribute to the defense of elite rule—famously and en-

duringly in the case of Plato. But even the more moderate

Aristotle was not particularly sympathetic with idea of po-

litical equality. In some cases, hierarchy and privilege may

be legitimized by an o≈cial philosophy, as with Confu-

cianism, which prevailed for several thousand years in im-

perial China. In recent totalitarian regimes, a dogmatic

and unquestionable ideology has served to give legitimacy

to power and privilege: Marxism-Leninism in the Soviet
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Union, Fascist doctrine in Italy, the dogmas of Nazism in

Hitler’s Germany.

s k e p t i c i s m  a b o u t  e l i t e  d o m i n a n c e

a m o n g  t h e  l o w e r  s t r a t a

Privileged elites often appear to believe that their legiti-

mizing doctrines are generally accepted among the lower

strata: ‘‘Upstairs’’ assumes that its entitlements are accepted

as perfectly legitimate by the inferior orders ‘‘Downstairs.’’

Yet despite the fervent e√orts of elites to promote views

intended to give legitimacy to their superior power and sta-

tus and their own unquestioning belief in the rightness of

their entitlements, doubts arise among many members of

subordinate groups that the inferior positions assigned to

them by their self-proclaimed superiors are really justified.

James Scott has shown pretty convincingly that people

who have been relegated to subordinate status by history,

structure, and elite belief systems are much less likely to be

taken in by the dominant ideology than members of the

upper strata are prone to assume. As one example, he writes

that ‘‘among the untouchables of India there is persuasive

evidence that the Hindu doctrines that would legitimize

caste domination are negated, reinterpreted, or ignored.

Scheduled castes are much less likely than Brahmins to be-

lieve that the doctrine of karma explains their present condi-
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tion; instead they attribute their status to their poverty and

to an original, mythical act of injustice.’’∞≤

m o r e  f a v o r a b l e  c o n d i t i o n s

Given the open or concealed rejection of the elite ideology

by members of the subordinate groups, a change in condi-

tions, whether in ideas, beliefs, structures, generations, or

whatever, o√ers the subordinate groups new opportunities to

express their grievances. For a variety of reasons, the British

were unable to impose their political, economic, and social

structures on the colonials who emigrated to America in the

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Sheer distance across

the Atlantic, the ready availability in the colonies of property

in land, new opportunities in commerce and finance, the

resulting growth of a large class of independent farmers,

businessmen, and artisans, and other di√erences between

colonial America and the mother country o√ered the colo-

nials much greater opportunities to engage e√ectively in po-

litical life than they had enjoyed in Britain.

g r o w i n g  p r e s s u r e s  f o r  c h a n g e

With the emergence of these new opportunities, and

driven by anger, resentment, a sense of injustice, a pros-

pect of greater individual or group opportunities, group loy-

alty, or other motives, some members of the subordinate

groups begin to press for change by any available means. For
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example, following the introduction of democracy in India,

the members of the lower castes quickly began to seize their

new opportunities to improve their status.

s u p p o r t  w i t h i n  t h e  d o m i n a n t  s t r a t a

Some members of the dominant group choose to support

the claims of the subordinate strata. Insiders ally themselves

with outsiders—an Upstairs rebel takes on the cause of the

discontented Downstairs. Insiders may do so for a variety of

reasons: moral convictions, compassion, opportunism, fear

of the consequences of disorder, dangers to property and the

legitimacy of the regime, and even the real or imagined pos-

sibility of revolution.

t h e  s u b o r d i n a t e  s t r a t a  m a k e  g a i n s

These factors culminate in a change by which the pre-

viously subordinate strata make significant gains in power,

influence, status, education, income, or other advantages—

and quite possibly all of these. For example, among the colo-

nials in America the percentage of white males who gained

the right to vote in elections to local and colonial legislatures

was far higher than in the home country.∞≥ Sometimes, as

was ultimately true in America, the gains are achieved, at

least in part, by means of a violent revolution in which the

subordinate strata overturn the dominance of the privileged

strata. In many cases, however, change occurs more gradually
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and peacefully, as with the expansion of the su√rage by acts

of parliament in Britain, Sweden, and other European coun-

tries, and by constitutional amendment and congressional

action in the United States.

Although specific accounts of the changes toward political

equality that have occurred in so many countries over the last

several centuries would vary enormously, these general fac-

tors would, I believe, have played a part in most of them.
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Is Political Equality Achievable?

L
et’s assume that my sketch of political movements

leading to greater political equality is roughly cor-

rect. It still leaves open a crucial question: what

actually drives some persons in the privileged and

subordinate strata to insist on greater political equality? Why

do the subordinates Downstairs claim that they should be

treated as political equals of the privileged Upstairs who rule

over them? Are there aspects of ‘‘human nature’’ or human

capacities that can be and sometimes have been evoked to

drive people to make such demands? If we assume that po-

litical equality is an end or goal that is justifiable on basic

ethical grounds, but definitely is not a description of actual

conditions that must necessarily prevail among human be-

ings, must we then assume that moves toward political

equality are driven solely by ethical concerns? Or, as I’ve

already suggested in my schematic scenario, may a search for

political equality be driven also by ‘‘baser’’ motives? To re-

peat: what drives people to act in ways that will help to bring

about changes that will actually enhance political equality?
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Reason? Egoism? Altruism? Compassion? Empathy? Envy?

Anger? Hatred? Any or all of these?

At this point, one might object that the question of why

we ought to pursue political equality as an end is di√erent

(epistemologically and ontologically) from the question of

why some persons actually do seek that end. I believe this to

be a valid point. We owe to David Hume and Immanuel

Kant, among others, the clear distinction between moral

propositions asserting how human beings ought to behave,

and empirical propositions asserting how human beings ac-

tually behave or tend to behave. To blur or overlook this

distinction is to commit what has come to be called the

‘‘pathetic’’ fallacy.

Yet a moral obligation would become irrelevant to human

action if it obliged us to perform actions and behavior so

far removed from basic aspects of our human nature—in

particular, our human drives, feelings, and emotions—as to

render the obligation completely out of reach of human at-

tainment. ‘‘Love thy neighbor’’ is highly demanding; but

it draws on fundamental qualities of human beings—our

capacities for love, compassion, empathy, sympathy—that

sometimes enable us to obey it. ‘‘Love every human being

just as much as you do a member of your own family’’ would

demand action hopelessly beyond human reach. Unless the

search for political equality is driven by some basic aspects
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of human beings, for all practical purposes it would be an

irrelevant goal.

I raise these questions because some of our most dis-

tinguished philosophers have, I believe, placed too much

weight on the strength of human reason as a force for justice

or fairness. I want to suggest instead that what actually drives

the search for fairness is not pure reason but emotions and

passions. Reason may serve to guide action toward justice. It

may (and I believe should) assist us in choosing the most ef-

ficient means to good ends. But what impels action are emo-

tions like those I’ve already named, which range from com-

passion to envy, anger, and hatred.∞ David Hume forcefully

made this point nearly three centuries ago, when he insisted

that ‘‘reason is and ought to be only the slave of passions

and can never pretend to any other o≈ce than to serve and

obey them.’’≤ To Hume, deductive reasoning and empirical

knowledge about causation were important instruments in

choosing the best or most e≈cient means to our ends or

goals. But in choosing the moral or ethical goals we actually

pursue, we are driven, Hume argued, not by reason but by

the power of our feelings and passions.

IS PURE REASON ENOUGH?

To some the observation that we are driven not by our

reason but by our feelings, emotions, passions—call them
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what you will—may seem so self-evident that it needs no

demonstration. Perhaps so. I would not press the question if

it were not for influential views, as I just mentioned, that in-

sist on the preponderant power of human reason to achieve

good and just ends. Probably the most extreme argument of

this kind was advanced by Immanuel Kant.

Having distinguished between ‘‘what is’’ and ‘‘what ought

to be,’’ Kant, one of the most distinguished philosophers of

all time, held that reason not only can serve as a guide in our

search for justice; it is the only part of human nature that can

properly impel us toward moral action. In his Groundwork of

the Metaphysics of Morals (1785) he wrote: ‘‘Every one must

admit that a law has to carry with it absolute necessity if it is

to be valid morally. . . . [C]onsequently the ground of obliga-

tion must be looked for, not in the nature of man nor in the

circumstances of the world in which he is placed, but solely a

priori in the concept of pure reason.’’

He o√ers an example: ‘‘To help others where when one

can is a duty and besides this there are many spirits of so

sympathetic a temper that, without any further motive of

vanity or self-interest, they find an inner pleasure in spread-

ing happiness around them and can take delight in the con-

tentment of others as their own work. Yet I maintain that in

such a case an action of this kind, however right and however

amiable it may be, has still no genuinely moral worth.≥’’
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In short, unless they were driven exclusively by ‘‘reason,’’

all those who have helped to bring about greater political

equality during recent centuries were not acting morally!∂

Fortunately, something more is at work in human behavior

than pure reason.

REASONING BEHIND A VEIL OF IGNORANCE

Probably no philosophic work stimulated more serious

reflection on principles of justice in the twentieth century

than John Rawls’s highly original A Theory of Justice (1971).∑

Although no short summary could adequately set forth his

argument, much less the enormous volume of comments,

reflections, and criticism that it provoked,∏ I want to men-

tion the assumptions about human nature on which his the-

ory of justice is erected. Unlike Kant, Rawls’s human beings

are recognizable as our fellow creatures. ‘‘Let us assume,’’ he

writes, ‘‘that each person beyond a certain age and possessed

of the requisite intellectual capacity develops a sense of jus-

tice under normal social circumstances. We acquire a skill in

judging things to be just and unjust, and in supporting these

judgments by reasons. Moreover, we ordinarily have some

desire to act in accord with these pronouncements and ex-

pect a similar desire on the part of others. Clearly this moral

capacity is extraordinarily complex. To see this it su≈ces to



35

Is Political Equality Achievable?

note the potentially infinite number and variety of judg-

ments that we are prepared to make.’’π

He goes on to describe a hypothetical situation, ‘‘the origi-

nal position’’: ‘‘The original position is not, of course,

thought of as an actual historical state of a√airs, much less as

a primitive condition of culture. It is understood as a purely

hypothetical situation. . . . Among the essential features of

this situation is that no one knows his place in society, his

class position or social status, nor does anyone know his

fortune in the distribution of natural assets and abilities, his

intelligence, strength, and the like. I shall even assume that

the parties do not know their conceptions of the good or

their special psychological propensities. The principles of

justice are chosen behind a veil of ignorance.’’∫

He then proposes ‘‘the two principles of justice that I

believe would be chosen in the original position’’ behind the

veil of ignorance. These are: ‘‘First: each person is to have an

equal right to the most extensive liberty compatible with a

similar liberty for others. Second: social and economic in-

equalities are to be arranged so that they are both (a) reason-

ably expected to be to everyone’s advantage, and (b) attached

to positions and o≈ces open to all.’’

It should come as no surprise that a commitment to

the first principle would, in Rawls’s view, ‘‘secure the equal
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liberties of citizenship . . . since citizens of a just society are to

have the same basic rights.’’ In other words, the first prin-

ciple would require political equality among citizens and

all the institutions necessary to insure political equality.

Although the second principle would allow for some in-

equalities, ‘‘[t]he distribution of wealth and income, and the

hierarchies of authority, must be consistent with both the

liberties of equal citizenship and equality of opportunity.’’Ω

Thus Rawls provides a powerful argument for political

equality based on a much more realistic view of human be-

ings than Kant’s impossibly narrow vision. With Rawls, the

goal of political equality is justified by reason, but reason is

aided by a capacity for moral judgment derived from experi-

ence and, perhaps, basic aspects of human nature.

Like most philosophers in the twentieth century, Rawls

was too aware of the fallacy of confusing ‘‘ought’’ with ‘‘is’’

to o√er his argument as an empirical description of what

actually drives people to search for political equality. Al-

though he provides a powerful justification, one far better

informed about human capacities than Kant’s, we still need

to confront our nagging question: What actually pushes peo-

ple to struggle for greater political equality—sometimes, as

in the struggle for civil and political rights for African Ameri-

cans, against the seemingly overpowering forces of the sta-

tus quo?
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A Respectable Role for Emotions

A
s I have already suggested, the motivations that

drive people to change the status quo in order

to achieve greater political equality—fighting

for civil rights and the extension of the su√rage,

for example—appear to cover a wide range, from altruism,

compassion, empathy, and sympathy to envy, anger, indig-

nation, and hatred.

A HINT FROM CAPUCHIN MONKEYS

An interesting experiment with capuchin monkeys o√ers

an intriguing hint. I say ‘‘hint’’ because I want to avoid the

kind of simplistic and reductionist argument that leaps from

animal behavior, or in even more extreme cases, from genes

and chromosomes, to complex human behavior and institu-

tions.∞ But the experiment does hint at the possibility that

what drives individuals and groups to insist on distributive

justice and fairness lies in emotions and feelings that can be

traced far back in human evolution.

Female capuchin monkeys were taught to exchange
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tokens—granite pebbles—with the experimenter in return

for grapes and cucumbers. Previous experiments had shown

that in 90 percent of the trials the female monkeys preferred

grapes to cucumber slices, and that in less than 5 percent of

the cases they failed to hand back the token in exchange for

the food. Two monkeys were then placed in their cages in

pairs so that each could see the other and observe which of

the two rewards the other received. The experimenters ob-

served that if one monkey was given a cucumber in return for

her pebble but saw that the other received the more valued

grape, the former often reacted by either refusing to hand

over the pebble or choosing not to eat the cucumber.

The researchers concluded that: ‘‘People judge fairness

based both on the distribution of gains and on the possible

alternatives to a given outcome. Capuchin monkeys, too,

seem to measure reward in relative terms, comparing their

own reward with those available, and their own e√orts with

those of others. They respond negatively to previously ac-

ceptable rewards if a partner gets a better deal. Although

our data cannot elucidate the precise motivations underlying

these responses, one possibility is that monkeys, similarly to

humans, are guided by social emotions. These emotions,

known as ‘passions’ by economists, guide human reactions to

the e√orts, gains, losses and attitudes of others.≤’’
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. . . TO HUMAN BEINGS

As I warned earlier, I don’t assume that we can jump from

an experimental result with capuchin monkeys to human

behavior. Yet as a writer in the New York Times put it in his

report on the experiment with capuchin monkeys: ‘‘’It’s not

fair!’ is a common call from the playground and, in subtler

form, from more adult assemblies. It now seems that mon-

keys, too, have a sense of fairness.’’≥ Many parents of two or

more children have no doubt heard this same cry, often

accompanied on the part of the sibling who utters it by rage,

tears, or other spontaneous expressions of feeling.

My point, then, is simply that human beings are naturally

endowed with a sensitivity to the unequal distribution of

rewards to others whom they view as comparable to them-

selves in relevant ways. Whether like the authors of the study

we describe this sensitivity by the aseptic term inequity aver-

sion, or use earthier language like jealousy or envy, what a

human being sees as unfairness or injustice will often arouse

strong emotions. Given the opportunity, these emotions will

then express themselves in actions, which may range from an

immediate verbal expression—‘‘It’s not fair!’’—to behavior

intended to bring about a fairer distribution, whether by

peaceful persuasion or violence, and whether by acting indi-

vidually or in concert with others.
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t h e  l i m i t s  o f  r e a s o n

It is true, certainly, that human beings are endowed with

an extraordinary capacity for reasoning. But the way this

capacity develops and is employed depends greatly on a per-

son’s own experience—on nurture, again, not nature.

For as the neurologist Antonio Damasio observes, reason

simply cannot be separated from emotions and feelings, or

from learning and experience. Feelings, he argues, are an

inherent and inescapable part of the process of human rea-

soning and human deciding. From evidence about the be-

havior of persons whose prefrontal cortices have been dam-

aged or destroyed, he concludes that although these persons

may sometimes retain their ‘‘intelligence’’ as measured by IQ

tests, they have lost their capacity for judgment. Their capac-

ity for abstract ‘‘reason’’ is not impaired; indeed, their ‘‘rea-

son’’ is completely detached from their emotions and feel-

ings: perfect subjects for Kant’s categorical imperative. But

judgment, he concludes, depends on ‘‘knowledge’’ and expe-

rience that is stored up in the somatic system—in short,

rooted in emotions and feelings derived from previous expe-

riences.∂ Abstract reason is not a substitute for practical judg-

ment; and a high cognitive intelligence—as measured by

IQ—seems to be independent of ‘‘social intelligence’’ as well

as other possible forms of intelligence or understanding,

such as esthetic understanding.
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Indeed, the way the brain itself develops is strongly depen-

dent on experience. Nature, in the shape of genes, provides

us with a brain. But the genes do not, in Damasio’s words,

‘‘specify the entire structure of the brain . . . [M]any struc-

tural features are determined by genes, but another large

number can be determined only by the activity of the liv-

ing organism itself, as it develops and continuously changes

throughout its life span.’’∑ In short, nature endows us with a

brain. But experience—nurture—shapes it.

e m p a t h y  a n d  s y m p a t h y

Human beings, like many other animals, are moved to act

by more than purely self-interested egoism. Human beings

are capable of identifying with others, so strongly that the

hurt or well-being of another becomes hurt or well-being

for oneself. Indeed, the capacity for identifying with others

makes the very notion of ‘‘self ’’ ambiguous. Does a mother

think only of her own self and not of her beloved children,

does a brother feel regard only for himself and not for his

beloved siblings, do the children of aging or disabled parents

have no feelings for their problems? To assume so would be

to ignore basic aspects of human nature that—here a nod to

the Darwinian paradigm—have been necessary for the sur-

vival of the species itself.

Although other primates—notably the anthropoid apes
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like chimpanzees and bonobos—appear to experience empa-

thy,∏ the capacity ‘‘to put oneself in another person’s shoes’’ is

particularly conspicuous among human beings. Here again,

our genetic endowment, our inherent human nature, pro-

vides us with the capacity for empathy, or at least the poten-

tiality for developing it.

Language, reason, intuition, and feelings like empathy

help us to learn how to cooperate with others, to act in

cooperation with others in order to build organizations and

institutions, to work within their limits, and to alter them.

Neither language, reason, intuition, empathy, nor feelings

alone would be su≈cient: they all seem to be necessary for

human cooperation in organizations, complex processes,

and institutions.

t h e  l i m i t s  o f  e m p a t h y

Yet empathy has distinct limits. It is impossible for us to

experience love, a√ection, sympathy, and empathy for every

human being with the same power that we feel for the pre-

cious few at the psychic center of our lives. If you harbor any

doubts of the rapidly diminishing power of love and empa-

thy, a test is readily at hand. I suggest that you compare the

sacrifices you would be willing to make in order to prevent

the death of a single member of your family or one of your

closest friends with the sacrifices you would make to prevent
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the deaths of thousands in a flood or famine in some distant

part of the world where you know not a single person. Or

consider loss as you might measure it by the extent of your

grief. It is humanly impossible for the strength of your grief

over the loss of, say, one member of your family to be multi-

plied a thousandfold by those distant deaths of thousands of

human beings whom you have never encountered. I say hu-

manly impossible because if your grief were multiplied in

that fashion, your life would become literally unbearable.

What a bit of honest introspection will confirm in each of

us, I believe, is that empathy is a limited force for inducing us

to sacrifice our own well-being or that of those who are

closest to us—a rather small number of persons—for the

benefit of distant others. Here I’ll make another bow to neo-

Darwinian conjectures: if the harm done to every other hu-

man being (let alone other creatures) whose su√ering we

learn about were to cause us as much pain and emotional

discomfort as the su√ering of those few persons to whom we

are most deeply attached, it is hard to see how we would

survive, not just as individuals but as a species. The limits on

empathy, it appears, are necessary to life.

To return now to political equality: if unaided egoism is

too weak a force for mobilizing us to act directly on behalf of

the basic rights of distant others, so too is empathy. Yet in

some times and places, combinations of egoism, empathy,
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sympathy, rationality, language, and communication help

some groups of human beings to construct cultures and in-

stitutions, including political cultures and institutions, that

operate to protect the basic rights of distant, unknown, and

unknowable others, including the basic rights necessary to

political equality.

AND THE PRIVILEGED STRATA?

Although it may seem obvious why members in the subor-

dinate strata might be moved to action, why do members of

the privileged strata often help to provide leadership from

within their positions of authority? If not always from em-

pathy or sympathy, then what? Earlier I mentioned that they

may sometimes be driven by a fear of violence or even revolu-

tion, which might well prove far more costly than yielding at

least some of their privileges to members of the deprived strata.

As Joseph Hamburger has shown, to bring about the ex-

pansion of the su√rage (and ultimately the passage of the

Reform Act of 1832), James Mill, the father of John Stuart

Mill and himself an eminent creator of the philosophy of

utilitarianism, deliberately set out to create a fear of revo-

lution among members of the British oligarchy. Although

James Mill himself was opposed to violence as a means to

bring about change, ‘‘Since Mill wished to achieve funda-

mental reforms without violence, it became necessary to de-
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vise means by which an oligarchy would be led to grant

concessions out of self-interest. . . . [T]here were only two

alternatives: ‘[The people] can only obtain any considerable

amelioration in their government by resistance, by applying

physical force to their rulers, or at least, by threats so likely

to be followed by performance, as may frighten their rulers

into compliance.’ Since the use of physical force was to be

avoided, Mill built his hopes on the second alternative . . .

Mill was proposing that revolution be threatened. He as-

sumed that the threat would be su≈cient and that it would

not be necessary to carry it out.’’π The Reform Act of 1832,

which Mill helped thereby to bring about, was the first of a

series of su√rage reforms that would finally culminate with

universal adult su√rage.

In the United States, the threat of revolution played no

significant part in securing the passage of legislation that

helped Southern blacks to gain entry at last into American

political life: the Civil Rights Acts of 1957 and 1964 and the

Voting Rights Act of 1965. The Civil Rights Act of 1957

reversed a century of votes by Southern U.S. senators who

had steadily defeated legislation intended to protect the vot-

ing rights of African Americans. Though weakened by com-

promises to gain the necessary votes in the Senate, the bill

helped Southern blacks to gain entry at last into American

political life, completing much of what had begun a decade
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earlier. The historic change in 1957 (weak as it was) could not

have been achieved without the energy and skills of the Sen-

ate leader, Lyndon Johnson∫—who employed them again as

president to secure the passage of the more robust laws of

1964 and 1965. The emotions that supported his relentless

e√ort to gain their passage were complex. His private feelings

about African Americans were mixed, combining elements

of empathy with residues of prevailing Southern prejudice

derived from his Texan background. But the driving force

behind his e√orts was his incessant political ambition. No

one who knew Johnson would have described him as a man

for whom sympathy alone would have driven him to invest

the enormous time, energy, and skill that he devoted to

bringing about the passage of these laws, whether as majority

leader or president. Throughout much of his life Johnson

was driven by political ambition, which even before the

1950s had become focused on the supreme prize, the presi-

dency of the United States. It is hardly open to doubt that

Johnson’s ambition to become president drove his actions on

civil rights as Senate Majority Leader, and, as president, no

doubt his ambition for re-election was a powerful impetus

for employing his skills and influence to win the passage of

the Civil Rights Act of 1964. It seems likely that in 1965 he

was spurred, in some part, by his desire to complete what he

had begun and thus to ensure his ‘‘place in history.’’Ω
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GAINS FOR POLITICAL EQUALITY

So a seismic shift occurs. Following the extension of the

franchise and e√ective legal protection of basic rights, leaders

of hitherto subordinate groups enter into public competition

and some are elected to public o≈ce. Changes in law and

policy follow.

As with the foothold in the House of Commons gained by

the middle classes in Britain after 1832, so, too, in the United

States after 1965: African Americans seized their opportuni-

ties to vote—and among other actions soon tossed out the

elected police o≈cials who had violently enforced their ear-

lier subordination. So, too, in India: after the lower castes

gained the franchise in a country with acceptably free and fair

elections, they began to vote in substantial numbers for lead-

ers who were committed to reducing discrimination against

them. Thus ‘‘by the early Nineties pan-Indian upper-caste

dominated parties . . . could gain power in New Delhi only

with the help of small regional powers that, more often than

not, represented newly empowered lower-cast Hindus.’’∞≠

f r o m  i n i t i a l  v i c t o r i e s  t o

p o l i t i c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s

One of the aspects of our human nature that distinguishes

us from all other living beings is an extraordinary capacity for

cooperation that enables us to create organizations of a com-
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plexity that is unmatched in any other species.∞∞ To be sure,

without genes that enable some degree of cooperation, few if

any other species—monkeys, elephants, wolves, ants, bees, or

other creatures—would have survived, much less evolved.

However, thanks to the genetic evolution of human beings

over some millions of years, we can and do construct sys-

tems of cooperation that in their extent and complexity are

unique among all living beings.

Human beings not only create complex organizations and

processes. We also make them into highly durable institu-

tions, practices so firmly embedded in habits, behaviors, and

beliefs that they are passed on from one generation to the

other, often with only minor modifications. Obviously, gains

for political equality would prove ephemeral unless they

were anchored in enduring institutions—legal and admin-

istrative systems, for example, that will enforce newly en-

acted laws intended to protect the voting rights of newly

enfranchised groups.

I shall not attempt here to describe the processes by which

elements of a human system become institutionalized and

thus endure even after the original innovators have achieved

their initial goals. I want only to emphasize that, whatever

the emotional drives that helped to bring about a change

toward political equality, to sustain that achievement re-

quires means that will probably draw on somewhat di√erent
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emotional and cognitive resources. With their extraordinary

achievements in the 1950s and 1960s, civil rights movements

in the United States may have lost much of their zeal, but

their gains were preserved by enduring legal and bureau-

cratic institutions sta√ed by persons who draw on skills and

emotions that may di√er from those of their founders.

CONCLUSION

Yes, political equality is (in my view) an ideal we should

strive to attain, a moral obligation to act in its support. And

yes, too, the obstacles to attaining political equality are great—

so great, indeed, that we shall almost certainly remain forever

some considerable distance from fully achieving that goal.

Yet e√orts to achieve the goal in the face of often formi-

dable e√orts by privileged strata to preserve their positions

are driven by very powerful human emotions that can be

mobilized and, with the aid of reason in selecting the appro-

priate means, can bring about gains for political equality.

Over the past two centuries, through much of our world

these gains have exceeded any before achieved in all human

history.

Can further gains be made in democratic countries? Or

have we reached our limits? Or, worse, is the coming cen-

tury likely to see a regressive shift toward greater political

inequality?



c h a p t e r  5

≤≤≤

Political Equality, Human Nature,

and Society

T
he obstacles to political equality have always

and everywhere been formidable. Indeed, they

are so daunting that even when the basic hu-

man drives we explored in the last chapter are

mobilized under relatively favorable historical conditions,

the extent to which the goal is actually achieved is bound to

be rather limited. A gain that is enormous from a historical

perspective may seem modest when measured against ideal

standards.

In this chapter I want to describe some fundamental ob-

stacles that have held us below a threshold that we have

not yet been able to cross even in democratic countries.

The barriers to political equality that I want to describe

briefly are:

1. The distribution of political resources, skills, and incen-

tives.

2. Irreducible limits on time.

3. The size of political systems.
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4. The prevalence of market economies.

5. The existence of international systems that may be impor-

tant but are not democratic.

6. The inevitability of severe crises.

1. POLITICAL RESOURCES, SKILLS, AND INCENTIVES

Running directly counter to political equality is a funda-

mental law governing human nature and human society:

Political resources, knowledge, skills, and incentives are al-

ways and everywhere distributed unequally.

A political resource is any means that a person can use to in-

fluence the behavior of other persons. Political resources

therefore include money, information, time, understanding,

food, the threat of force, jobs, friendship, social standing,

e√ective rights, votes, and a great many other things. Of

these, quite possibly the only ones that are distributed equally

are, in democratic systems, the fundamental rights necessary

to democracy that I described in the last chapter. Among

these perhaps the most obvious is the right to vote. In order

for (adult) citizens to be considered political equals, the vote

of each must be counted as equal to the votes of others. So,

too, in legislatures: if elected representatives are to be equal,

they must have equal votes.

In order for citizens to exercise their right to vote e√ec-

tively, democratic political systems must impose duties on
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o≈cials and on all other citizens to respect and enforce the

right to an equal vote, and to ensure that all citizens have an

adequate opportunity to vote.

Yet even if adequate rights, duties, and opportunities

guarantee equal votes, the other political resources I have

named are distributed unequally in all democratic systems.

Might not the unequal distribution of political resources

produce inequalities in the capacity of di√erent citizens to

employ their votes e√ectively to protect and advance their

interests, goals, and ends?

Not only are political resources distributed unequally. So,

too, are the capacities of citizens to use their political re-

sources e≈ciently and e√ectively to achieve their goals—i.e.,

their political knowledge and skills.

k n o w l e d g e

The complexity of public policies often makes it di≈cult,

sometimes perhaps even impossible, for ordinary citizens to

understand them su≈ciently well to know where their inter-

ests lie. Does a particular policy on the public agenda protect

or advance their interests? Harm them? Do some of both

but, on balance, come out more favorable than harmful—or

the reverse?

The problem exists whether one defines a citizen’s interest

narrowly or broadly. From a classical perspective, does the



53

Political Equality/Human Nature/Society

policy serve the public interest or the general good—however

one might choose to define these di≈cult concepts? From

a common modern perspective, does the policy benefit or

harm the basic interests of this particular citizen or others

whose interests the citizen most deeply cares about?

An accumulation of many decades of evidence from sys-

tematic surveys of public attitudes and opinions since their

inception in the 1940s seems to indicate that in all demo-

cratic countries the average citizen falls pretty far short of the

good citizen as portrayed either in the classical or modern

formulation. Citizens who are deeply interested in politics

constitute a minority. Except for voting, even fewer actively

engage in politics, whether by attempting to persuade others

to vote for a candidate, working for a political party, attend-

ing political meetings and rallies, or joining political organi-

zations. And in spite of a flood of easily accessible news and

information, the average citizen’s knowledge of political is-

sues and candidates is meager.

s k i l l s

An ordinary Athenian could not match the skill of Pericles

as an orator and thus his capacity to influence other citizens

in voting in the assembly. Nor could a British citizen match

the oratorical skills of Winston Churchill, nor an American

those of FDR. And political skills include far more than
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oratory: although Lyndon Johnson was no great orator, he

possessed exceptional skill in using all the resources he had

at his disposal—as he demonstrated, for example, when he

managed to secure the epochal change represented by the

passage and enforcement of the Civil Rights Acts.∞ Persons

with superior political skills not only can employ them to

attain ‘‘the public good’’; they can also use them to achieve

their own personal ends, possibly at the expense of other

citizens.

i n c e n t i v e s

Important as skills are, to gain political influence one must

also possess an incentive to employ those skills in order to

gain and exercise influence over political decisions. Of two

persons with similar skills, one may be driven toward po-

litical life, another in a quite di√erent direction. Lyndon

Johnson might well have been a successful lawyer; but since

childhood his ambition, it seems, was to succeed in politics

and ultimately to become president. FDR might have lived

out his life as a country gentleman, and Winston Churchill as

a familiar member of the British aristocratic social scene.

Many persons who possess the appropriate resources,

skills, and incentives to gain influence over political decisions

may nonetheless choose not to seek elective public o≈ce.

Instead, they may gain influence over government as civil
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servants or administrators, or by lobbying, providing funds,

corrupting public o≈cials, influencing public opinion, and a

host of other ways. Indeed, many well-known theorists have

contended that even in democratic countries (or pseudo-

democracies, as these theorists might wish to call them) polit-

ical life is always dominated by elites—particularly economic

elites—whose influence may not necessarily be overt and may

indeed be quite hidden.≤

I have no wish to propose here a general theory about how

political influence is distributed in democratic countries. My

point is far simpler and, I believe, fairly obvious—though no

less important because it is all but self-evident. Let me restate

it: Political resources, skills, and incentives are always and every-

where distributed unequally.

2. LIMITS ON TIME

Throughout human history, in all societies most people

have devoted a significant amount of their time attempting

to influence the decisions of others in associations they be-

lieve are important to their lives: their family, tribe, work-

place, neighborhood, business firm, professional association,

trade union, club, church, or whatnot. In that sense, the use

of influence, power, and authority is spread throughout all of

human life, and ‘‘politics’’ is universal.

But it is quite something else for people to devote much of
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their time in attempting to influence the government of the

state. To be sure, throughout much of human history most

persons were provided with few if any opportunities to influ-

ence the government of the state to which they were subject.

But with the arrival and spread of popular governments—

‘‘democracies’’—and the broadening of citizenship and the

su√rage in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, half or

more of adult humankind came to possess all the rights and

opportunities they needed in order to engage peacefully in

attempting to influence the decisions of government of the

state whose laws and policies they were obligated to obey. Yet

it is an easily observable fact that while a small minority of

persons in democratic countries spend a large portion of

their time seeking and employing political influence, the

great majority of citizens do not.

Because time is a scarce and fixed resource, using one’s

time on one activity necessarily reduces the amount of time

one can spend on other activities. This elementary fact of life

has some inescapable consequences for political equality.

1. Actions undertaken to gain political influence require

time. Di√erent persons make di√erent assessments of the

costs and benefits of using their time to gain political

influence. Those who are willing to spend more time are

more likely to gain greater influence over political deci-

sions. Thus, holding all else the same, unequal time spent
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by di√erent citizens leads to unequal influence, which, in

turn, leads to political inequality among citizens.

2. Even in political units small enough to allow citizens to

participate directly in making political decisions, di√er-

ences in the perceived costs and benefits of using time will

result in some political inequality among citizens. At the

height of Athenian democracy in the fifth-century B.C.,

‘‘in practice not more than a fraction of the citizen popu-

lation were ever present.’’≥ As the number of citizens in-

creases, the total amount of time required for each to par-

ticipate directly in making governmental decisions soon

reaches a point at which, even if they attend meetings,

most citizens can no longer participate fully. Consider a

citizen’s right to speak at a town meeting. As the number

of citizens who wish to exercise their right to speak in-

creases, the costs in time rise steeply. In a unit with just

twenty citizens, if each citizen were allowed to speak for

ten minutes, the meeting would require two hundred

minutes, or more than three hours. In a unit with fifty

citizens, to allow each citizen to speak for ten minutes

would require a full eight hour day; in a unit with five

hundred citizens, more than ten eight hour days! As the

number of citizens in a democratic political unit in-

creases, the costs in time for direct participation rapidly

reach impossible heights.
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When the size of a unit grows too large for all citizens to

participate directly in making laws, they face three alterna-

tives. A democratic political unit larger than, say, twenty

citizens may split up and form smaller units—hardly a prac-

tical solution in most cases. A second possibility is to restrict,

with the formal or implicit consent of the citizens, the num-

ber of persons who might participate by speaking at the

citizens’ assembly. This solution may enable a unit such as

a town to maintain a comparatively high level of political

equality and democratic decision-making among its citi-

zens.∂ But if the unit continues to grow in numbers (not to

mention in the size of its territory) and the proportion of

citizens who can actually participate directly grows smaller

and smaller, even this arrangement will become impractical.

An obvious way to deal with the problem of size is now to

allow citizens to elect a small number of representatives who

will devote more of their time to making decisions on behalf

of all the members of the unit. This third solution has been

adopted, of course, in all democratic countries. In e√ect,

citizens delegate to representatives their authority to make

decisions.

Thus we encounter another limit on the possibilities of

political equality.∑

The law of time and numbers: The more citizens a demo-

cratic unit contains, the less that citizens can participate directly
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in government decisions and the more that they must delegate

authority to others.

3. THE DILEMMA OF SIZE

When we think about the ‘‘size’’ of a political unit, we

might have several di√erent dimensions in mind: for exam-

ple, its total population, the number of its adult citizens, or

the amount of territory occupied by the unit. For any par-

ticular political system these tend to be correlated. If the area

that a political system controls grows larger, the number of

persons included in the system will probably (though not

necessarily) increase, and perhaps the number of adult cit-

izens. In what follows I want to ignore territorial size and

total population and focus solely on the number of adult

citizens (whom I’ll refer to simply as ‘‘citizens’’).

The law of time and numbers has a corollary:

The dilemma of size: The smaller a democratic unit, the

greater its potential for citizen participation and the less the need

for citizens to delegate government decisions to representatives.

The larger the unit, the greater its capacity for dealing with

problems important to its citizens and the greater the need for

citizens to delegate decisions to representatives.

Before turning to the potentially adverse e√ects on political

equality of increasing size, I want to mention a very important

exception: If the increase in the number of citizens results
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from an increase in the proportion of the adult population

who possess the full rights of citizenship—for example, by

extending the franchise—then the favorable e√ects on politi-

cal equality may more than o√set any adverse e√ects resulting

from increasing the number of citizens (as we’ll see below). In

what follows I’ll ignore this possibility in order to maintain

our focus on adult citizens.

Except in units of miniscule size, citizens must delegate

considerable authority to others—persons who function as

executives, administrators, agenda setters, judges, and oth-

ers. In classical Athens, for example, citizens delegated the

authority to set the agenda for the meetings of the assembly

to a Council of Five Hundred (Boule), whose members were

selected by lot. In New England town meetings, significant

authority is delegated to an executive body—known in Con-

necticut, for example, as a Board of Selectmen, in which the

First Selectman is, in e√ect, the mayor of the town. In larger

systems like a metropolis, province, region, U.S. state, coun-

try, or international organization, authority to make admin-

istrative and judicial decisions is even more fully delegated.

Because delegates have greater opportunities to exercise

direct influence over decisions than ordinary citizens,

their authority poses problems for political equality. How

can voters be sure that their elected and appointed delegates

will strictly pursue policies that accurately represent their
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views or interests, or at any rate those of a majority of cit-

izens? In short, how can citizens hold their delegates fully

accountable?

Even when authority is delegated to elected representa-

tives, size continues to exercise an influence. As the size of a

unit increases, the number and complexity of public policies

also are likely to increase, and demands on citizens’ knowl-

edge increasingly surpass the limits of their knowledge. For

a citizen to gain a fair grasp of the issues in a town of

five hundred or five thousand inhabitants is one thing; but

it is quite another for that citizen to gain an adequate

understanding of the political issues confronting a unit of a

hundred thousand citizens, or one million, or one hundred

million.

The size of a political unit also imposes practical limits on

the number of persons serving in a representative body. And

number of representatives interacts with time: the greater the

number of citizens for each representative, the less time a

representative will have available for meeting directly with a

citizen or indirectly through mail, telephone, or electronic

means like e-mail. Representatives may, and in modern rep-

resentative bodies virtually all do, also appoint sta√ mem-

bers to facilitate communication with constituents. Even

so, time and numbers impose powerful limits on e√ective

interchange.
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Table 5.1. Legislative representation per population in

selected democratic countries.

Country

Total Number

Elected to

Legislature

Total Number

Elected to

Representative

Chamber

Population

(Millions)

Population per

Each Member of

Representative

Chamber

Australia 226 150 19.9 132,754

Austria 245 183 8.2 44,671

Belgium 221 150 10.3 68,989

Canada 413 308 32.5 105,545

France 923 577 60.4 104,721

Germany 672 603 82.4 136,691

India 793 545 1,065.0 1,954,258

Italy 945 630 58.1 921,55

Japan 722 480 127.3 265,277

Mexico 628 500 105.0 209,919

Spain 609 259 40.2 155,524

United Kingdom 1259 659 60.3 91,458

United States 535 435 293.0 673,627

Average 630 421 151.0 310,430

Source : The CIA World Factbook, http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/

Although legislatures in modern democratic countries

vary considerably in size, in all of them the number of per-

sons theoretically represented by a member is enormous

(Table 5.1).

Americans elect one member of Congress for about every
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673,000 persons; Germans, one for about every 137,000. In

the extreme case, India, the proportion is one member for

nearly every two million persons. Even the smaller demo-

cratic countries cannot escape the limits of size. As a conse-

quence, even with the most up-to-date technology a member

of parliament in a democratic country could engage in a

serious and extended discussion with only a microscopic per-

centage of the member’s constituents.

My point here is not that increasing the size of a political

system and delegating authority are undesirable. On the

contrary, on balance they may well be highly desirable. But

in coping with the dilemma of size by increasing the num-

ber of persons included in the political system, we inevi-

tably create obstacles to achieving political equality among

all citizens.

4. THE PRESENCE OF A MARKET ECONOMY

An important force for increasing the size of political sys-

tems is the presence of a market economy as a major institu-

tion for the distribution of goods and services.

Through the nineteenth and much of the twentieth cen-

turies, many intellectuals, politicians, workers, and others

supported alternatives in which economic firms would be

converted to entities owned and operated by the state or

perhaps changed into cooperatives owned and operated by
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workers or consumers. In many of these socialist visions, de-

cisions that were determined in capitalist systems mainly by

markets—prices, wages, and outputs, for example—would

be made wholly or in part by government o≈cials or by some

other alternative to markets.∏ I have, of course, drasti-

cally simplified the programmatic proposals of socialists and

other critics of capitalism. My point is, however, that well

before the end of the twentieth century these alternatives

to market capitalism had virtually disappeared from the pub-

lic agenda. They lingered on only as historical residues in

the names of center-left political parties—socialist, social

democratic—that had abandoned their earlier dreams of a

socialist or communist society, and no major party in any

advanced democratic country actually advocated moving to-

ward the socialist goal of ‘‘social ownership of the means of

production.’’

Contrary to the views of socialists, advocates of central

planning, and other critics who hoped to replace markets

wholly or mainly with a nonmarket economy of some kind,

twentieth century experience demonstrated pretty conclu-

sively that a nonmarket economy is both highly ine≈cient

and, because of the power to control economic decisions that

it necessarily places in the hands of governments, incompat-

ible with democratic controls over leaders. A modern market

economy, on the other hand, where countless decisions are
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made by innumerable actors, each relatively independent of

the others, acting from rather narrow self-regarding interests,

and guided by information supplied by markets, produces

goods and services much more e≈ciently than any known

alternative, with a regularity and orderliness that is truly

astonishing.π

What is more, the decentralization of decisions to nu-

merous firms helps to prevent the high degree of centraliza-

tion of power characteristic of centrally directed economies.

This feature and others help to render a market economy

more compatible with democracy than the centralized, state-

run economies that were so prominent a feature of many

authoritarian and totalitarian countries.

Yet with all its advantages a market economy has two

adverse consequences that create persistent problems in a

democratic order.

First, without regulation—and even with it—a market econ-

omy inevitably and almost constantly inflicts harm on some

people, and at times on many. The manifold harms caused by

the dynamic changes that constantly occur in a market econ-

omy are many. Among these are:

Unemployment

Employment only at jobs with lesser skills

Impoverishment
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Persistent poverty

Inadequate shelter, extending from loss of family housing to

surviving on the street

Illness, physical impairment, and death resulting from con-

ditions in the workplace

Damages to self-esteem, self-confidence, and respect

Loss of neighborhood and friends because of movement in

search of work.

Second, a market economy—a capitalist market economy, at

any rate—inevitably generates a vast inequality in resources

among its citizens. These inequalities extend not merely to

incomes and wealth but, directly and indirectly, to informa-

tion, status, education, access to political elites, and many

others. As I have pointed out, resources like these are all

readily convertible to political resources, resources that can

be used to gain influence, authority, and power over others.

All the other sources of unequal political resources are enor-

mously compounded by the inequalities in resources flowing

from a market economy.

Because democratic political institutions enable those who

are injured by markets to mobilize and seek changes, fre-

quently with some success, the boundaries between free mar-

kets and government regulation are constantly in flux. More-

over, measures that were first enacted in Germany under the
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leadership of Bismarck—hardly an advocate of socialism—

and widely adopted during the twentieth century in all the

advanced democracies (belatedly, even in the United States),

considerably reduced the cruelty and harshness inherent in

unregulated market capitalism. Ironically, by softening the

harsh e√ects of a capitalist market economy on those who

had been most vulnerable, the welfare state further reduced

support for a nonmarket socialist economy.

To sum up: A market economy inevitably and frequently

inflicts serious harm on some citizens. By producing great

inequalities in resources among citizens, market capitalism

inevitably also fosters political inequality among the citizens

of a democratic country.

Yet a modern democratic country has no feasible alterna-

tive to an economy of market capitalism.

5. THE NEED FOR NONDEMOCRATIC

INTERNATIONAL SYSTEMS

The problem that international systems pose for political

equality can be summarized in the form of three simple

propositions.∫

≤ International systems make decisions that bear important

consequences for, among others, citizens in democratic

countries.
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≤ Many of the decisions resulting from international sys-

tems lead to highly desirable results.

≤ Yet the decisions of international systems are not and

probably cannot be made democratically.

The first proposition is scarcely open to question. To list

only a few examples, consider the European Union, Interna-

tional Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, International

Labor Organization, North American Free Trade Agree-

ment, North Atlantic Treaty Organization, Organization of

American States, United Nations, United Nations Develop-

ment Program, World Health Organization . . .

Add to these the important consequences of global firms

and markets.

Nor will many people question the second proposition,

even though they may vigorously disagree about the desir-

ability of specific decisions, consequences, organizations,

and systems.

If the third proposition is correct, however, then we con-

front a deep and serious challenge to democracy and thereby

to political equality

In speaking of decisions of international systems, I have in

mind four basic sociopolitical processes for arriving at collec-

tive decisions: hierarchy, or control by leaders; bargaining, or

control among leaders; the price system, or control of  and by

leaders; and democracy, or control of  leaders.Ω



69

Political Equality/Human Nature/Society

These are, of course, highly simplified and highly abstract

types. In a modern democratic country none exists in pure

form or in isolation from the others. Indeed, the closer we

move toward observing and describing concrete systems the

more complex the interconnections among the four theoreti-

cally distinguishable processes become. Nonetheless, my ba-

sic point can be fairly stated, I believe, as follows: Inter-

national systems of decision-making include hierarchies,

bargaining among elites, and the price system. What is con-

spicuously absent, or weak to the point of utter irrelevance, is

e√ective democratic control over decision-makers.

Our question, then, becomes something like this: Can we

expect international systems to develop the basic political

institutions of modern representative democracy at a level

equivalent to that in, for example, a democratic country?

Several reasons justify a skeptical answer.

≤ To begin with, the institutions will have to be deliberately

created. They will not come about through some form of

spontaneous generation or blind Darwinian evolution.

Yet with the possible exception of the European Union, I

see virtually no prospect that a full set of genuine demo-

cratic institutions will be introduced in any international

organization. It approaches utter absurdity, for example,

to imagine that the decisions of the World Bank or the

World Trade Organization (WTO) will one day be made
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by a legislative body composed of representatives directly

elected by the people of the countries that are bound by

their decisions

≤ Second, international systems greatly intensify the prob-

lems of size. If large countries already push the challenges

to political equality to their limits, international systems

push them even further.

≤ Third, diversity in historical experiences, identities, cul-

tures, values, beliefs, loyalties, languages, and more makes

the creation and operation of democratic institutions in

international organizations even more unlikely. The rela-

tion between size and diversity is empirically and theo-

retically imperfect—consider the cultural diversities of

Belgium or Switzerland, for example. But in general the

relation is positive, in the sense that increasing size—not

only in numbers of citizens but in area—tends to increase

diversity. This outcome seems to me obviously true with

international systems. For to the already existing diversi-

ties within countries, international systems add diversities

within some countries that are by no means duplicated in

others.

Because of diversity, decisions have di√erent conse-

quences for di√erent groups. The costs and benefits of

virtually all political decisions bear di√erently on di√erent

groups. There are always losers as well as gainers. Losers
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may yield unwillingly—or not at all. Even in democratic

countries, losers or potential losers may resort to violence.

In the United States in 1861, the result was civil war.

≤ Diversity suggests a fourth reason for skepticism: the need

to create a political culture that will help to induce citizens

to support their political institutions through times of

conflict and crisis. Maintaining stability in time of acute

crisis is di≈cult enough within democratic countries, par-

ticularly those with great diversity. (I’ll return to the prob-

lem in a moment.) A generally democratic and constitu-

tionally supportive political culture that Americans had

developed over more than half a century proved too weak

to prevent secession and civil war in 1861. But if crisis and

conflict threaten cohesion even within a country with a

widely shared political culture, language, and national

identity, crisis and conflict will threaten cohesion even

more in international systems that lack a widely shared

political culture.

≤ Fifth, the complexity of many international decisions

makes it extremely di≈cult and even impossible for most

citizens to provide their informed consent to such de-

cisions. Within democratic countries, citizens tend to

be least well informed about foreign a√airs. How could

international systems succeed where national systems

often fail?



72

Political Equality/Human Nature/Society

≤ Finally, the global economy, international markets, and in-

ternational business firms constitute an international sys-

tem that poses peculiar and highly complex problems of

legitimacy. Business firms that are predominantly hier-

archical in their internal governments, but operate in

more or less competitive markets, gain a substantial part

of their public acceptability, toleration, and legitimacy

not only from the benefits of market competition to con-

sumers but also because of regulatory actions taken by the

state. If the economic history of the past two centuries tells

us anything, it is that state regulation is absolutely essen-

tial to insure a reasonable level of market competition, to

reduce the harm otherwise caused by unregulated firms

and markets, and to insure a more just, or at least more

acceptable, distribution of the benefits. Without state reg-

ulation, political elites and the public at large would soon

sweep private business firms and markets into that well-

known dustbin of history.

How are business firms and markets to be regulated at the

international level? One answer is that they will be regu-

lated by other international organizations and processes—

the WTO, World Bank, IMF, and the like. But doesn’t that

solution, desirable as it may be, simply restate our central

problem of democratic consent in another way?
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I do not mean to suggest that nondemocratic interna-

tional systems are dictatorships. Perhaps our vocabulary

lacks a satisfactory name for them. I would be inclined to call

them governments by limited pluralistic elites. That is to say, in

making their decisions, international political and bureau-

cratic elites are limited by treaties, international agreements,

and the ultimate threat of national rejection; and they are

typically pluralistic because of the diversity of views, loyalties,

and obligations among the elites.

6. CRISES

It seems to me reasonably safe to o√er another fundamen-

tal law of politics: From time to time every political system is

likely to face serious crises.

These include acute internal conflict, civil war, foreign

aggression, international warfare, natural disasters, famine,

economic depression, unemployment, acute inflation, and

others. To this list we must now add the ever-present pos-

sibility of terrorist attacks.

In a country where democratic institutions are not firmly

established and a democratic political culture is weak, a crisis

may bring about a collapse and regression to dictatorship, as

it frequently did in Latin American countries and elsewhere

during the last century. But even in a country where demo-

cratic institutions and a supportive political culture are long-
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standing and relatively sturdy, a severe crisis is likely to bring

about a shift of power away from elected representatives to

the executive—from the Parliament or Congress to the prime

minister or president.

The shift of power to the executive is likely to be par-

ticularly acute during times of crisis that involve areas of

policy over which democratic controls, even in less stressful

times, are weak—notably foreign and military a√airs. For

example, in the United States the control of the president

over foreign policy has always been much stronger than that

of the Congress. The increase in executive power and the

diminution in legislative controls—not to say the influence

of ordinary citizens—is particularly evident in the face of a

threat of war, and even greater in the event of war itself. More

recently, the threat of terrorism has emerged as a major factor

in shifting power to the executive—notably from American

citizens and the U.S. Congress to the president following the

attacks of September 11, 2001. (I’ll return to this experience

in the next chapter.)

In drastically reducing political equality among citizens,

the e√ects of international crises and the threat of terrorism

are by no means unique to the United States. Perhaps no

more dramatic evidence can be found for the extent to which

crisis—foreign crisis—shifts power away from elected repre-

sentatives and the public to the executive than that provided
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by Britain. There, the British prime minister and cabinet

chose to support the United States in the invasion of Iraq

despite the overwhelming, continuing, and even increasing

opposition of the British public.

Fortunately, on many matters other than foreign a√airs

and war the levels of political equality among all citizens,

including leaders, remained at or above the threshold exist-

ing in other countries we regard—whatever their short-

comings—as ‘‘democracies.’’

To sum up:

Always and everywhere, the goal of political equality

among the citizens of a political unit faces formidable ob-

stacles: the distribution of political resources, skills, and in-

centives; irreducible limits on time; the size of political sys-

tems; the prevalence of market economies; the existence of

international systems that may be important but are not

democratic; and the inevitability of severe crises.

Is it possible that in countries we now judge to be fully

‘‘democratic’’ we may push beyond these limits? Or, instead,

might they prevent future progress toward that goal? Or,

worse, might they cause reversals that will move demo-

cratic countries toward greater political inequality among

their citizens? Might increasing political inequality push

some countries—including the United States—below the
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threshold at which we regard them as ‘‘democratic,’’ even

though they may remain well above the level at which we can

reasonably designate a country as ‘‘authoritarian,’’ or a dic-

tatorship, or the like?

In short, might the extraordinary historical era in which

so many countries made the transition to ‘‘democracy’’ come

to an end during our present century, and a new age emerge

in which some well-established democratic countries sink

into significantly less democratic forms of rule?



c h a p t e r  6

≤≤≤

Will Political Inequality Increase in

the United States?

T
he future of political equality in democratic

countries seems fraught with uncertainty.

Consider some possibilities. Perhaps the al-

ready existing levels of political equality and

inequality will remain pretty much unchanged. Perhaps po-

litical inequalities will be reduced further and political equal-

ity will increase to a level closer to the ideal. Or perhaps the

goal of political equality will become even more distant as the

barriers to it continue to grow more di≈cult to overcome. A

complex but not unrealistic possibility is that movement will

occur in both directions: some barriers will be lowered while

some will be raised, and the overall e√ect will be to keep the

threshold about where it has been, with no significant net

gain or loss for political equality. Or yet another possibility:

the overall e√ect of changes up and down is a substantial

decline in political equality, and citizens will be even more

unequal in their influence on government decisions.

To make this array of uncertainties more manageable, I

am going to restrict my discussion to the United States, and
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among the many possibilities I’ll consider only two. In one,

political inequality will increase substantially among Ameri-

can citizens. In the other, Americans will move closer to that

elusive goal. I do not mean to imply that these two scenarios

are much more likely than the others. However, each in its

own way presents us with a special challenge.

A troublesome question now arises: In order to conclude

that political inequality has increased or decreased, we need

ways to measure the di√erences in distances from that elusive

goal. I’ll take up this problem next. (Some readers may wish

to skip this discussion and move directly to my description of

the two possible futures that I just mentioned.)

MEASURING POLITICAL INEQUALITY

Achieving truly well-grounded judgments about the fu-

ture of political equality in the United States probably ex-

ceeds our capacities.

One reason is that, unlike wealth and income, or even

health, longevity, and many other possible ends, to estimate

gains and losses in political equality we lack cardinal mea-

sures that would allow us to say, for example, that ‘‘political

equality is twice as great in country X as in country Y.’’ At

best we must rely on ordinal measures based on judgments

about ‘‘more,’’ ‘‘less,’’ ‘‘about the same,’’ and the like. We can

conclude that from 1990 to 1999 GNP per capita in the
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United States increased from $23,560 to $31,910, or 65 per-

cent, and was about 25 percent larger than that of Germany

and about 122 times than that of Nigeria. But we cannot

assert that in the twenty years following the passage of the

civil rights acts in the 1950s and 1960s, political equality

increased in the United States by 15 percent (or whatever).

We might be able to develop ordinal measures, however,

that would allow us to say that a given quality or institution

is present to a greater or lesser extent: to say, for example, that

‘‘democracy’’ or ‘‘political equality’’ increased in the United

States following the passage of the legislation I mentioned

earlier that helped to protect the rights of African Americans

to vote and participate actively in other political activities.

We might even be able to conclude that political equality is

at a higher level in country X than in country Y. Some-

times we can also arrive at solid qualitative judgments that

are themselves based on quantitative indicators, as with

changes that occurred when groups previously excluded,

such as workers, women, and African Americans, gained the

franchise and other important political rights.

More often, however, we must rely on judgments by quali-

fied observers about the extent to which certain basic demo-

cratic institutions are present in a particular country. For

some years, political scientists and others have drawn on

judgments of this kind to rank di√erent countries on a scale
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ranging from the most democratic to the least democratic.

Table 6.1 provides a summary of rankings of 126 countries

from most to least democratic. The rankings are based on

judgments about the existence in 2000 of four of the political

institutions essential for representative democracy that I de-

scribed in Chapter 2:∞

≤ Free, fair, and frequent elections.

≤ Freedom of expression.

≤ Alternative sources of information: free access by citizens

to views other than those of o≈cials.

≤ Associational autonomy: full freedom for political organi-

zations, such as political parties, to form and engage in

political activity.≤

Given the importance of democratic political institutions

for achieving political equality, for all its shortcomings an

ordinal ranking like that shown in Table 6.1 can serve as a

rough proxy for measuring political equality and inequality.

These and other similar classifications su√er, however,

from two related deficiencies that are critical for this discus-

sion. The upper and lower thresholds are somewhat arbi-

trary; and no distinctions are made among the ‘‘most demo-

cratic’’ countries or, at the other end, among the ‘‘least

democratic.’’ Thus the scales don’t allow for the possibility

that Norway, Sweden, or Switzerland might be somewhat
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Table 6.1: Summary of Country Polyarchy Rankings: 1985 and 2000

(Number of Countries Ranked on Degree of Democracy)

Rank 1985 2000

1 10 26

2 8 15

3 1 25

4 13 16

5 10 13

6 9 9

7 19 2

8 19 7

9 7 4

10 27 9

Total 123 126

‘‘more democratic’’ than France, Italy, or the United States

(and that important di√erences might also exist among the

least democratic, or most authoritarian, countries). Figure

6.1 compares 1985 and 2000 democratic accountability rat-

ings of the thirty countries that make up the Organization

for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).

We now face a further troublesome deficiency: we have

no generally accepted names for political systems that fall

between the two ends of the scale. Although these politi-

cal systems are not at the level of the ‘‘most democratic’’
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Figure 6.1. Summary of democratic accountability ratings of the thirty

OECD countries: 1985 and 2000 (six-point scale, ranking from least to

most democratic).

countries, they are above, perhaps well above, the level of

the ‘‘least democratic’’ countries. Suppose that a decline in

civil liberties caused by the threat of terrorism brings about

changes in the United States that require it to be moved

down from the ‘‘most democratic’’ category to a place lower

on the scale, yet a level very far from the bottom—let us

say, to scale type 4. To call such a country fascist, authoritar-

ian, totalitarian, or a dictatorship, like those at scale type 10

or below, would be profoundly misleading—as any survivor

of Fascist Italy under the dictatorship of Benito Mussolini,

Nazi Germany under Hitler, the USSR under Stalin, or Ar-

gentina, Chile, and Uruguay under their military regime
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would be the first to insist. Whatever we choose to call it, the

United States will no longer be among the countries at the

top of an acceptable scale that run from most to least demo-

cratic. That is to say, it will no longer be a democracy. It will

have receded even further from achieving the unattained

goal of political equality among American citizens.

Suppose, however, that the United States follows a dif-

ferent scenario: democracy is greatly strengthened, and the

power of ordinary Americans over the decisions of their gov-

ernment increases to a new historical level that is well above

the upper threshold in Table 6.1. What should we then call

our system?

While the problem may seem trivial, without suitable

names we are easily drawn into a drastic oversimplification in

which we place regimes into two catch-all categories. ‘‘demo-

cratic’’ and ‘‘nondemocratic,’’ the one ‘‘good’’ and the other

simply ‘‘bad’’ or ‘‘evil.’’

w h y  a m e r i c a n s  m i g h t  g r o w  m o r e

u n e q u a l  i n  t h e i r  i n f l u e n c e

o v e r  g o v e r n m e n t

Let me now return to the first of our two scenarios: politi-

cal inequality greatly increases among Americans.≥ To see why

this might happen, consider the six barriers to equality that I

described in Chapter 5:
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1. The distribution of political resources, skills, and incen-

tives.

2. Irreducible limits on time.

3. The size of political systems.

4. The prevalence of market economies.

5. The existence of international systems that may be impor-

tant but are not democratic.

6. The inevitability of severe crises.

Let’s assume that time continues to enforce its implacable

limits pretty much as it does now. Each of the other five

barriers, however, may actually grow higher and thus gener-

ate further political inequalities among American citizens.

t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f

p o l i t i c a l  r e s o u r c e s

In 2005, an article in the Economist on ‘‘Meritocracy in

America’’∂ observed that among Americans ‘‘[i]ncome in-

equality is growing to levels not seen since the Gilded Age,

around the 1880s.’’ In 1979 the average income of the top 1

percent was 133 times greater that of the bottom 20 percent;

in 2000 it was 189 times greater. The compensation of the

top 100 chief executives had risen in thirty years from 39

times the pay of the average worker to over 1,000 times.

Social mobility had also declined. According to one study,
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‘‘The biggest increase in mobility had been at the top of

society.’’ And despite widespread American beliefs to the

contrary, the evidence strongly supports the view that in the

United States social mobility is no greater than in many

European countries—and may, indeed, be less. ‘‘The United

States,’’ the authors conclude, ‘‘risks calcifying into a Euro-

pean style class-based society.’’

As numerous studies have shown, inequalities in income

and wealth are likely to produce other inequalities.∑ In edu-

cation, for example, the Economist noted that ‘‘[u]pward mo-

bility is increasingly determined by competition,’’ and ‘‘[t]he

education system is increasingly stratified by class’’ with poor

children particularly disadvantaged (figure 6.2). And, central

to our concern here, economic inequalities help to produce

political inequality. For example, as Larry Bartels has shown,

across a wide variety of issues U.S. senators are far more

responsive to the preferences of their rich constituents than

to those of their poor constituents.∏

The unequal accumulation of political resources points to

an ominous possibility: political inequalities may be ratch-

eted up, so to speak, to a level from which they cannot be

ratcheted down. The cumulative advantages in power, influ-

ence, and authority of the more privileged strata may be-

come so great that even if less privileged Americans compose



86

Will Political Inequality Increase?

Figure 6.2. Income and educational inequalities (2002 United Nations

development indicators). Numbers on the left represent the 2002 Global

Information Networking Institute (GINI) Income Inequality Index

(represented by bars); numbers on the right represent the percentage

of people lacking functional literacy skills (ages 16–65) (represented

by solid line).

a majority of citizens they are simply unable, and perhaps

even unwilling, to make the e√ort it would require to over-

come the forces of inequality arrayed against them,

This pessimistic scenario gains additional plausibility if

we assume that for most American citizens the amount of

time they have available, or are prepared to make available at

the cost of other activities, will remain about the same as in

the past. The costs of political struggle might then become so

high that too few American citizens would be willing to bear
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the sacrifices in time and other resources that would be nec-

essary to overcome the superior resources of those in the

upper strata, who will more readily act to protect their privi-

leged positions.

m a r k e t  c a p i t a l i s m  a n d

h u m a n  d i s p o s i t i o n s

Many Americans no doubt view the costs of spending

time and e√ort to reduce inequalities in political resources as

too high precisely because they view the benefits as low or

nonexistent. The absence of perceived benefits to be gained

from reducing inequalities in the distribution resources may

be more important to them than the relatively high costs of

political struggle. In short, the costs of struggle exceed the

gains.

Their view of costs and gains is greatly supported by cul-

tural norms. It is a major historic irony that while Marx

may have considerably exaggerated the influence of eco-

nomic structures on culture, systems of market capitalism do

seem to foster a ‘‘consumerist’’ culture that greatly weakens

any potential opposition to capitalism and correspondingly

strengthens its advocates.

Let me explain.

Innumerable studies have shown that among people at the

lowest levels of income, increases in income and consump-
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tion unquestionably improve human well-being in a great

variety of important ways. But innumerable studies have also

shown that above a rather modest level, increasing income

does not produce greater ‘‘happiness’’ or satisfaction with

the quality of one’s life. (I’ll return to this point in the

next chapter.) Why, then, in countries that are exceedingly

wealthy by all historic and contemporary standards, do most

people continue to find gratification in ever ‘‘higher’’ levels

of income, expenditures, and consumption long after their

basic needs are met?

In describing what drives persons who struggle for greater

political equality, contrary to the views of many philosophers

who have given excessive weight to the role of human reason,

I suggested that a broad range of human feelings and emo-

tions come into play. Among these are feelings of envy or

unfairness when we compare ourselves with others and ob-

serve that, for no justifiable reason, others are doing better

than us. The ‘‘others’’ are, of course, relevant others: persons

who, for whatever reason, are viewed as relevant to our-

selves—like the capuchin monkeys in neighboring cages, sib-

lings at a meal, the neighbors down the street, a superior at

work, or perhaps even a fictitious person appearing in an

advertisement with whom the reader can identify.

Examples of the powerful role that envy plays in strength-

ening the culture and practice of competitive consumption
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are everywhere. Using just six words to describe ‘‘The New

2006 E350,’’ Mercedes-Benz makes its appeal explicit in a

full-page advertisement: ‘‘More horses. Bigger engine. In-

creased envy.’’π Or consider this description of families who

relocate to ‘‘better’’ neighborhoods—‘‘relos,’’ as the New York

Times calls them: ‘‘Today’s relos are the successors of itinerant

white-collar pioneers of the 1960s. They are a part of a larger

development that researchers are finding: an increasing eco-

nomic segregation. [R]elos have segregated themselves, less

by the old barriers of race, religion and national origin than

by age, family status, education, and, especially, income.

Families with incomes of $100,000 head for subdivisions

built entirely of $300,000 houses; those earning $200,000

trade up to subdivisions of $500,000 houses.’’∫

Paraphrasing Mercedes-Benz, the motto of the consumer-

ist culture might be: ‘‘More things, more expensive things,

more things for others to envy.’’ Americans in the grip of

their consumerist culture are pushed ever onward—ever

higher, as they would view it—by their envy of those on the

next step upward on the ever-ascending staircase to higher

status. And except for the infinitesimally small group at the

very top, and perhaps not even them, there is always another

group to envy standing one level higher. One of the more

recent wealthy residents of Nantucket Island provides this

description:
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The old money guy has a twin-prop airplane and that is

pretty incredible. . . . For his time, that is pretty great.

Now he is talking to a guy who is half his age who has a

transcontinental jet. That is the end of the conversation.

Or you meet someone and they start telling you about

their boat. He has a 45-foot boat and is very happy with it.

Then he’ll say, ‘‘Do you have a boat?’’ And you say, ‘‘Yes.’’

And he says, ‘‘How big is it?’’ That’s how people rank

them. So I have to say, ‘‘It’s 200 feet.’’ It’s the end of

the conversation. Is there envy? Yes, could be. Was he a

wealthy guy in his day? Absolutely, but relative to today—

no. The two worlds can mix as long as they don’t talk too

much.’’Ω

The culture of consumerism exerts far more influence on

the thinking and behavior of Americans than what I’ll call a

culture of citizenship. From Aristotle on, philosophers have

viewed an ideal political society as one in which citizens

actively engage with others in the pursuit of the ‘‘common

good of all.’’ In a more prosaic and less demanding view,

Americans would continue to disagree about what consti-

tutes their ‘‘common good,’’ but a culture of citizenship

would stimulate a critical mass of citizens to place a much

higher value on engaging in political life as a means for

achieving their goals. Among these goals would be a re-

duction in some of the existing barriers to greater political

equality.
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Yet as long as Americans remain under the sway of the

dominant culture of consumerism, even this modest achieve-

ment will remain beyond reach.

t h e  d i l e m m a  o f  s i z e  r e q u i r e s

u n d e m o c r a t i c  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s y s t e m s

Policy-makers in nominally independent democratic

countries will steadily confront the dilemma of size. They

will be faced with problems that impinge to an important

extent on their own people but extend beyond the bounda-

ries of their own countries: security, trade, finance, labor

standards, health, immigration, poverty, hunger, human

rights violations, and many others. To grapple with problems

like these, policy-makers will often choose to sacrifice more

of their country’s autonomy by entering into international

treaties, organizations, alliances, and other associations.

Large and powerful as it may be, the United States is not

and will not be immune to these challenges. It seems highly

plausible, then, to conclude that the importance and in-

fluence of international organizations will continue to grow.

With the possible exception of the European Union (to

which the United States does not belong), the internal gov-

ernments of international organizations will not be demo-

cratic. Instead, as I pointed out in the previous chapter, they

will be governed by bureaucracies that will arrive at their

decisions through hierarchies and bargaining among the bu-
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reaucratic leaders themselves. Even if the American govern-

ment manages somehow to hold the governments of interna-

tional organizations accountable for acting within their

proper spheres—which will not be easy—American citizens

will play a pitifully small direct or indirect role in the process.

To avoid misunderstanding, let me restate that inter-

national organizations are not only inevitable; the dilemma

of size means that they are often also desirable for attaining

ends that Americans favor. Even so, the gains to Americans

from participating in international organizations will be

achieved at the cost of greater political inequality between

most American citizens and their bureaucratic and political

leaders.

t e r r o r i s m

As I pointed out in Chapter 4, in democratic countries

(perhaps, indeed, in nondemocratic countries as well) a crisis

generally favors a shift of control over crucial decisions to the

executive branch of the government. Probably the greatest

shifts occur as a by-product of international crises like war

and, more recently in American experience, dramatic and

damaging foreign terrorism. It seems to me no great exag-

geration to say that for several years following the attacks

of September 11, 2001, ordinary American citizens exercised

virtually no influence over the specific actions taken by

the American government in response to these attacks, be-
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yond showing their approval and thus conferring a measure

of ‘‘democratic’’ legitimacy on presidential decisions. The

frailty of citizen control was perhaps nowhere more evident

than on the decision to invade Iraq. Except to give their tacit

approval, ordinary American citizens exercised virtually no

influence over the specific actions taken by the American

government in response to the attacks of September 11, 2001.

What is more, based on information supplied by the pres-

ident and his top o≈cials that proved to be not merely mis-

leading but actually false, the citizens’ elected representatives

in Congress participated mainly by swiftly yielding the presi-

dent a pro forma endorsement of his proposed actions. The

insistent assertion by the president and his o≈cials that Iraq

possessed weapons of mass destruction persuaded the Con-

gress as well as the public to endorse the president’s decision.

Subsequent congressional controls over decisions by the

president and his top o≈cials hardly went beyond passive

ratification. In short, as the president and other members of

the executive branch exercised almost exclusive influence

over ‘‘the war on terror,’’ political equality among Americans

receded, at least on that crucial issue, to a markedly lower

level. Indeed, it would be no great exaggeration to say that in

this domain the president’s power approached that of rulers

in some openly nondemocratic regimes.

Subsequently the threat of terrorism was employed by the



94

Will Political Inequality Increase?

president and his associates to establish systems of surveil-

lance, control, and arrest of citizens and noncitizens that

eroded previously upheld rights and liberties. Here, too,

congressional controls consisted largely of ratifying the presi-

dent’s decisions.

A recurrence of terrorism in the United States might well

generate a further shift of power, influence, and authority to

the president; a diminution in the already minimal role of

Congress; and, through presidential appointments to the

Supreme Court and other federal courts, a weakening of

judicial checks on executive decisions. Because of a decline in

the direct influence of citizens over crucial governmental

decisions, and also in the influence of their elected represen-

tatives, political inequality might reach levels at which the

American political system dropped well below the thresh-

old for democracy broadly accepted at the opening of the

twenty-first century.

t h e  m y t h  o f  t h e  m a n d a t e

The likelihood that terrorism will shift power, influence,

and authority toward the president is increased by the myth

that ‘‘the American people’’ confer on the victor in a presi-

dential election a ‘‘mandate’’ to bring about the policies he

had espoused during the campaign.∞≠ To the extent that the

voters and members of Congress accept a presidential claim
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to a ‘‘mandate from the American people,’’ the president’s

policies acquire extra legitimacy. After all, shouldn’t the will

of the majority prevail? And if the majority has given the

president a ‘‘mandate,’’ isn’t it entirely proper, indeed obliga-

tory, for Congress to adopt his policies?

The claim to a ‘‘mandate’’ persists even though it rests on

two wholly dubious assumptions.

≤ Although the claim of a presidential mandate (if not the

word itself ) can be traced as far back as Andrew Jackson,

the absence of scientific opinion surveys makes any such

claim before 1940 wholly implausible. The only reliable

information provided by the outcome of an election is the

number of votes cast for the winning and losing candi-

dates. Without scientific surveys of a large random sample

of voters who are representative of all voters, how could

anyone know what a majority of voters intended as they

cast their ballots? Even the introduction of scientific opin-

ion surveys in 1940 has not satisfactorily solved the prob-

lem. To be sure, large random samples can provide a fairly

high degree of accuracy about the distribution of opinions

among citizens as a whole. But if the pollster’s questions

are not preceded by thoughtful deliberation on the part of

the respondents, the answers will be no more than shallow

responses, not necessarily what voters might actually sup-
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port if they had an opportunity to acquire more informa-

tion, more time to reflect on the implications of the pro-

posed policy, and an opportunity to discuss it with their

fellow citizens and independent experts.

≤ Claims for a mandate su√er from a second serious defect.

Because of the votes cast for third-party candidates and

the vagaries of the electoral college, in about one election

out of three the presidency has been won by a candidate

who received less than a majority of votes. If the second

choices of those who voted for third-party candidates had

been counted, the loser might well have turned into the

winner—and no doubt the new winner would now have

claimed a ‘‘mandate’’ for his policies. In 1960, although

John F. Kennedy received less than 50 percent of the pop-

ular vote, ‘‘on the day after the election, and every day

thereafter, he rejected the argument that the country had

given him no mandate. Every election has a winner and a

loser, he said in e√ect. There may be di≈culties with

Congress, but a margin of only one vote would still be a

mandate.’’∞∞ In 2,000, Al Gore gained 48.41 percent of the

popular vote, while George W. Bush, the winner in the

electoral college, received only 47.89 percent. Moreover, a

substantial majority of voters who cast their ballots for

third-party candidates would probably have preferred

Gore to Bush. None of this inhibited Bush’s supporters
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from claiming a ‘‘mandate’’ for his policies, several of

which, such as the elimination of inheritance taxes, he

managed to push through a compliant Congress.∞≤

Although the ‘‘mandate’’ produced by elections is a myth,

belief in that myth greatly enhances the authority and influ-

ence of an American president, particularly in times of crisis.
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≤≤≤

Why Political Inequality May Decline

A
lthough something along the lines of the pessi-

mistic scenario I have sketched in the last chap-

ter seems to me rather likely, for several reasons

I would urge us not to assume that this future is

inevitable.

First, the extraordinary changes toward political equality

over the past several centuries that I mentioned in Chapter

3—not to mention a vast panoply of other changes—counsel

us to keep our minds open about future possibilities. How

many persons alive in 1700—or, for that matter, in 1800 or

1900—would have foreseen the magnitude of the movement

toward greater political equality that would take place by the

twenty-first century?

Second, a point I’ll return to briefly in a moment, the

demise of socialism has certainly not led to the demise of ef-

forts and policies intended to reduce the injustices of market

capitalism. Following the earlier ‘‘welfare state’’ reforms and,

in the United States, the New Deal, the continuing harms of

market capitalism have stimulated concerned scholars and
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others to explore further ways of reducing our unjustifiable

social, economic, and political inequalities. The result is a

large array of thoughtful proposals, some if which are listed

in Table 7.1.

Finally, unforeseen historical events highly contingent on

the actions of a very few persons can occur that produce

consequences of extraordinary importance: the declarations

of war following the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand in

1914, Lenin’s arrival in Saint Petersburg from Switzerland in

1917, the appointment of Hitler as German chancellor in late

1932, the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington on

September 11, 2001, and many others.

In this final chapter, I am going to explore the possibility

that a large but by no means improbable change in American

culture and values will help to bring the goal of political

equality somewhat closer.∞ Let me emphasize once again that

I view this development as only one of many possibilities. A

decline in political equality along the lines I sketched in the

last chapter may be somewhat more likely. Yet that bleak

future is by no means inevitable.

In exploring a more promising scenario, I am going to

assume that the danger of terrorism persists through the

decades to come, but the threat it poses comes to be viewed

as one of the persistent dangers of our lives that we simply

learn to endure. Terrorism takes its place among the many
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daily threats to life: 435,000 deaths annually attributed to

the use of tobacco, 85,000 from alcohol, 26,000 from mo-

tor vehicle crashes, 29,000 involving firearms, 20,000 from

homicide, and others. Without minimizing the tragedy of

every death, the ‘‘war’’ on terror might begin to take its place

in our daily lives along with the ‘‘wars’’ that are regularly

declared on tobacco, obesity, alcohol, AIDS, drugs, and the

like. In fact, an early sign of a shift in that direction was

the change of language among members of the Bush ad-

ministration in July 2005, when they began to replace the

‘‘war on terrorism’’ with ‘‘a global struggle against violent

extremism.’’≤

WE HAVE THE WAYS. DO WE HAVE THE WILL?

The actions I have listed in Table 7.1 might reduce the

unacceptably large political inequalities that exist among

American citizens.

As the table illustrates, there are many policies that, if

adopted, would help to move us closer to the goal of political

equality. The question, then, is not one of ways. We have the

ways. What we Americans lack is the will to undertake these

actions.

This leads me to my third reason for hope: It is by no

means unlikely that advanced capitalism will foster a revolt

against our worship of consumption and our focus on ever-
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increasing gains for consumers. For a growing number of

persons, the goal of consumer satisfaction may yield to the

goal of civic participation. The now dominant culture of

consumerism may then give way to a culture of citizenship

that would promote, among other ends, greater political

equality among Americans.

FROM CONSUMERISM TO CITIZENSHIP

Is this simply one more utopian dream doomed to disap-

pointment in the face of reality? Is it like the dreams of

socialists and others throughout the nineteenth and much of

the twentieth centuries who believed that market capitalism

would be displaced, peacefully or through violence, by a

socialist system in which the ‘‘private’’ ownership and con-

trol of the means of production and distribution would be

replaced by some form of ‘‘collective’’ or ‘‘social’’ owner-

ship and control, and the gross inequalities of capitalism

would give way to a much greater level of economic, social,

and political equality? As I pointed out in Chapter 4, well

before the end of the twentieth century these dreams were

largely gone as more and more people awoke to the harsh

reality that all attempts to replace market capitalism with

socialism had failed dismally, not only economically but also,

judged from a democratic perspective, politically. To turn

Trotsky’s famous phrase against its source, socialist programs
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for replacing market capitalism had fallen into the dustbin of

history.

Is this the predestined fate of my suggestion that the cul-

ture of consumerism might give way to a culture of citizen-

ship? Several experiences suggest that we should be wary of

such a hasty dismissal.

The success of socialism was contingent on the failure of

market capitalism. The cultural shift from consumerism to

citizenship is more likely to come about, not because of the

failure of market capitalism, but because of its success. Marx

predicted that ‘‘the contradictions of capitalism’’ would bring

about revolutionary changes in consciousness, culture, so-

ciety, politics, and the economy. But capitalism rejected his

script.

The true contradiction of capitalism is this: its very suc-

cess in satisfying a powerful human drive toward the ever-

increasing consumption of the outputs of capitalist enter-

prise contradicts another and even more powerful human

drive. This is the drive to seek happiness or, if you prefer, a

sense of well-being. Numerous studies have shown that once

people have achieved a rather modest level of consumption,

further increases in income and consumption no longer pro-

duce an increase in their sense of well-being or happiness. As

more and more people in the rich countries experience this

basic aspect of human nature, they will look for more satisfy-
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ing forms of achievement. In a rich country like the United

States, many persons may begin to find that political engage-

ment in some form is more rewarding than spending time,

energy, and money on capitalism’s ever-expanding output of

goods and services. A culture that emphasizes citizenship

might then nudge aside the heavy emphasis on the joys of

consumerism that is a central part of our prevailing culture.

To put it another way, more and more Americans may evolve

from avid consumers into active citizens.

w h a t  g n p  m e a s u r e s —

a n d  w h a t  i t  d o e s  n o t

The legitimacy of our prevailing culture of consumerism

has been enhanced by a highly influential intellectual per-

spective in which consumer satisfaction is the measure of

economic gain and progress. Let me explain.

Neoclassic economic theory provides a powerful, often

useful, and sometimes logically elegant demonstration of the

e≈ciency of a system of market capitalism. Simply put, in

this theoretical model, independent business firms compete

in free markets for land, labor, and capital to convert into

goods and services that they will then sell to consumers in

competitive markets. Bypassing troublesome questions of

monopoly, oligopoly, unfair trade practices, and other devia-

tions from the model, I want to call attention here to the
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centrality of the consumer in measuring the results of competi-

tive market capitalism. The ‘‘value’’ of a good or service is its

value in ‘‘satisfying consumer preferences.’’ ‘‘Economic e≈-

ciency’’ is measured by the ratio between the ‘‘costs’’ of goods

and services used in production, and the ‘‘value’’ of the out-

put produced for the market, where inputs and outputs are

measured by their prices in competitive markets.

A country’s Gross National Product (GNP), then, is the

sum total of its net outputs for consumers, as measured by

market prices. A country’s GNP per capita is simply its GNP

divided by the number of persons in the country. If we

remain strictly within the confines of the theoretical model,

the higher the GNP per capita, the higher the degree of

‘‘consumer satisfaction’’ among the people of the country.

The higher the degree of consumer satisfaction, the better o√

are the people of that country. It follows, then, that if and as

GNP per capita increases in a country, the better o√ its

people are. Likewise, if the per capita income for Americans

is higher than that among the Swiss or the Australians, then

Americans are better o√ than Swiss or Australians.

Either this conclusion is nothing more than circular reason-

ing, or else it is false.

If to be ‘‘better o√ ’’ means, by definition, that consumers

have more goods and services available for consumption, then
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the reasoning is purely circular: to be better o√ = having more

goods, and services available for consumption = to be better

o√. But if we believe that the quality of our lives depends on

more than consumption, and if ‘‘quality of life’’ is interpreted

as an empirical statement subject to observation and mea-

surement, then the statement is demonstrably false.

q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e

‘‘Quality of life’’ can be assessed in several ways. Some

scales—I’ll call them ‘‘objective’’—combine measures of

health, employment, family life, and so on. Others, which

I’ll call ‘‘subjective,’’ are based on judgments made by per-

sons who are drawn in a random sample and whom inter-

viewers ask about their own sense of well-being or the quality

of their own lives. Many studies across many countries sup-

port these conclusions:

≤ An increase in income is very likely to result in a great

improvement in the quality of life of persons whose in-

comes are below a relatively low but highly crucial thresh-

old. I’ll call this the quality of life threshold.

≤ Consequently, allocating appropriate resources to people

who are below the quality of life threshold will, on aver-

age, greatly improve their lives, as measured along both

objective and subjective scales.
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≤ The average incomes of people in a large number of ad-

vanced countries are, however, well above the quality of

life threshold (figure 7.1). In sharp contrast to those who

are below the quality of life threshold, the quality of life

for most people above this threshold does not rise with

higher incomes or greater consumption. Thus the great

increases in the personal incomes of people in the ad-

vanced countries do not appear to have led to higher levels

of satisfaction with the quality of their lives. By their own

estimates, for example, they are no happier than they were

before. As one writer has put it in the Wall Street Journal,

‘‘Since World War II, Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per

capita in the US has tripled, but life satisfaction (measured

by surveys that ask something like, ‘overall, how satisfied

are you with your life?’) has barely budged. Japan, too, has

had a stupendous rise in GDP per capita since 1958, yet

measures of national happiness have been flat. The same

holds true for much of Western Europe.’’≥

≤ The failure of increasing GDP per capita to produce an

increase in happiness or life satisfaction also reveals itself

in comparisons among countries at the highest levels. De-

spite a higher GNP per capita, by objective measures the

quality of life among Americans is no higher than it is

among the people of many other advanced democratic

countries. By some measures it is actually lower. A study
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Figure 7.1. High-income countries well above the quality of life

threshold (2005 Economist worldwide quality of life survey). Dollar

figure on the left represents average GDP per person in U.S. dollars.

Numbers on right represent quality of life score (represented by

solid line).

drawing on life-satisfaction surveys for a large num-

ber of countries found that while ‘‘(t)he main factor is

income, . . . other things are also important: health, free-

dom, unemployment, family life, climate, political sta-

bility and security, gender equality, and family and com-

munity life.’’ Applying a measure based on these qualities,

the study ranked over a hundred countries. Not surpris-

ingly the richer countries topped the list. But among the

rich countries, the United States ranked thirteenth, be-

hind Ireland, Switzerland, Norway, Sweden, and eight

others (Table 7.2).∂
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Table 7.2. 2005 Worldwide Quality of Life Index

Quality of Life GDP Per Person

Score Rank

US$ (purchasing

power parity) Rank

Ireland 8.333 1 $36,790 4

Switzerland 8.068 2 $33,580 7

Norway 8.051 3 $39,590 3

Luxembourg 8.015 4 $54,690 1

Sweden 7.937 5 $30,590 19

Australia 7.925 6 $31,010 14

Iceland 7.911 7 $33,560 8

Italy 7.810 8 $27,960 23

Denmark 7.796 9 $32,490 10

Spain 7.727 10 $25,370 24

Singapore 7.719 11 $32,530 9

Finland 7.618 12 $29,650 20

United States 7.615 13 $41,529 2

Canada 7.599 14 $34,150 5

New Zealand 7.436 15 $25,110 25

Netherlands 7.433 16 $30,920 15

Japan 7.392 17 $30,750 16

Hong Kong 7.347 18 $31,660 11

Portugal 7.307 19 $19,530 31

Austria 7.268 20 $31,420 12

Source : The Economist, Pocket World in Figures, 2005 Edition (Lon-

don: Profile Books, 2005), 30.
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A major error in the equation ‘‘higher income = greater

happiness’’ is the self-defeating role of status anxiety. Many

Americans interpret the equation to mean ‘‘higher income =

higher levels of conspicuous consumption = higher status =

greater happiness.’’ But a substantial body of research shows

that this equation is also false. Although not infinite, the

status ladder has innumerable rungs, each one higher than

the last. A person who takes a step higher soon looks upward

and sees persons of conspicuously greater income, wealth,

and status.

Given the impressive evidence to support these proposi-

tions, it seems altogether possible, even rather likely, that

more and more Americans will come to agree with the old

dictum that (above a minimum threshold which we have

long surpassed) ‘‘money doesn’t buy happiness.’’

But if money doesn’t buy happiness, where will Americans

find satisfaction in their lives? Might not they begin to ques-

tion the prevalent culture that heavily emphasizes how much

people can expect to gain by endlessly increasing their con-

sumption of the unending array of goods and services pro-

vided by market capitalism? Might not an increasing num-

ber of Americans discover the satisfactions they can gain

from working with others to discover and secure the adop-

tion of solutions that actually enhance the quality of life not

only of Americans but the millions living outside American
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borders? In this way might not a culture of consumerism give

way a culture of citizenship?

EARLIER MOVEMENTS AGAINST THE

DOMINANT CULTURE

In considering these questions it is helpful to reflect on the

rise and decline of several earlier movements in which young

Americans, drawn mainly from the privileged strata, came

to oppose the culture and values that seemed to weigh so

heavily in the lives of their parents and predecessors. Two

such movements in the United States during the 1960s and

1970s engaged only a minority of a∆uent youth, and they

soon declined, leaving the dominant consumerist culture

intact, perhaps even strengthened.

t h e  c o u n t e r c u l t u r e

One was the ‘‘Counterculture,’’ which has been described

as ‘‘various alternatives to mainstream values and behaviors

that became popular in the 1960s, including experimenta-

tion with psychedelic drugs, communal living, a return to

the land, Asian religions, and experimental art.’’∑ Young peo-

ple, often referred to as ‘‘hipsters’’ or ‘‘hippies,’’ and drawn

mainly from middle or upper socioeconomic strata, turned

against the surrounding culture of capitalism, work, income,

and career, and chose instead to pursue a lifestyle that, by
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prevailing standards, often carried hedonism and indulgence

to extremes. Some aspects of the Counterculture might be

understood as a dedication to forms of consumption that

were in stark contrast to those accepted in the dominant

culture. For members of the Counterculture, the consumer

goods they desired were sex, drugs, leisure, and the fellow-

ship of others in pursuit of similar goals, sometimes in com-

munes, sometimes in neighborhoods like Haight-Ashbury in

San Francisco.

Many young members of the Counterculture were not so

much in revolt against the perceived injustices of market

capitalism as they were simply indi√erent to them, and chose

to pursue their own pleasures without much concern for all

those who were outside their own circles. Viewed in this

perspective the Counterculture might be seen as the epitome

of the egoistic consumer whose satisfaction is the very mea-

sure of the achievements provided by market capitalism

(even if some of their important markets were illegal).

For many in the Counterculture, however, their pursuit of

immediate gratification proved not to be fully satisfying, and

sometimes even self-destructive. And as the Counterculture

declined in popularity among the young, it left behind little

or no change in the structures of market capitalism, the

prevailing consumerist culture, the state of American politics
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and public policy, and the continuing existence of extensive

social, economic, and political inequalities.

The Counterculture did reveal, however, that those who

are in the strongest position to benefit from the prevailing cul-

ture may reject it in search of an alternative that, they believe,

will more fully satisfy their deeply felt needs and desires.

p e a c e f u l  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  c h a n g e

Much more relevant to my purposes here were the at-

tempts among young persons drawn from the more privi-

leged sectors of American society to bring about a peaceful

revolution that would replace the systems that had, in their

view, produced huge and unjustifiable inequalities among

Americans with economic, social, and political associations

that would be far more democratic and egalitarian.

The most prominent of these was the political movement

that called itself Students for a Democratic Society (SDS).

The Agenda for a Generation contained in the ‘‘Port Huron

Statement’’ issued by the SDS in 1962 is still worth examin-

ing as a set of proposals for a peaceful change toward a more

just and more democratic society.∏ Its authors, the former

California State Senator Tom Hayden, Gary Wills, E. J.

Dionne, and others who would later become prominent in

American public and intellectual life, began by noting that

they came not from the poor but from the privileged classes.
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‘‘We are the people of this generation,’’ the Statement begins,

‘‘bred in at least modest comfort, housed now in universities,

looking uncomfortably on the world we inherit.’’

In some fifty pages the authors o√ered a detailed critique

of existing American society and politics, and a set of pro-

posals for the future. The spirit of the proposals reflected

their judgment that ‘‘[l]oneliness, estrangement, isolation

describe the vast distance between man and man today. * * *

As a social system we seek the establishment of a democracy

of individual participation. * * * We are subject to a remote

control economy, which excludes the mass of individual

‘units’—the people—from basic decisions a√ecting the na-

ture and organization of work, rewards, and opportunities.’’

In contrast to the existing American political and eco-

nomic systems, politics and economics should be governed

by forms of ‘‘participatory democracy.’’ For example, ‘‘sim-

ple government ‘regulation,’ if achieved, would be in-

adequate without worker participation in management

decision-making.’’ Although the Port Huron Statement did

not provide a full portrayal of what ‘‘participatory democ-

racy’’ would entail, many followers of SDS interpreted it as a

comprehensive solution for the ills of American life. Systems

based on hierarchical authority, and to a great extent even

representative democracy, would be widely replaced by as-

sociations governed directly by their members: communes,
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consumer cooperatives, worker-owned-and-controlled busi-

ness firms, educational institutions governed by assemblies

in which students (and perhaps white- and blue-collar em-

ployees) participated equally with teachers and administra-

tors, and the like.

The solution of participatory democracy not only ran into

strong opposition from those already holding positions of

power, influence, and authority. It also faced many of the

deeply entrenched obstacles to political equality that I have

described. Among these, two were particularly relevant: the

costs in time required for participation and the limits on the

feasible size of systems that would permit them to be directly

governed by assemblies of all the members. The prominence

given to participatory democracy as an agent for change

probably contributed strongly to the gradual demise of the

movement.

FROM CONSUMERISM TO CITIZENSHIP?

Although the revolutions sought by the members of the

Counterculture, the SDS, and others in the 1960s ended in

failure, their emergence in times of a∆uence and plenty

provides evidence for the possibility that more Americans

might become aware of an elementary aspect of their human

nature: the quality of their lives and their sense of happiness,
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fulfillment, and well-being do not seem to rise much with

their ever-increasing consumption of the goods and services

that the economy so abundantly provides. ‘‘We are far richer

than our grandparents,’’ many Americans may conclude,

‘‘but are we happier?’’

As more and more Americans reach this conclusion, they

may search for other paths. Many may discover that the

quality of their own lives can be enhanced by civic action.

Civic activists would soon observe—if they had not already

done so—that a fundamental premise and promise of de-

mocracy, political equality, is steadily rejected by the realities

of American political, economic, and social life.

As they discovered that the ways to reduce political in-

equality among Americans are many, they would bring to

American political life what had been greatly missing: a

stronger popular commitment to spend time and energy in

order to secure the adoption of such policies.

I have no doubt that, as in every country, full political

equality will remain forever beyond the reach of citizens

of the United States. As with other ethical ends and goals

against which we measure our strivings, our actions, and

our achievements, to achieve complete political equality

among citizens sets a standard beyond the limits of our hu-

man capacities.
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Yet as more Americans discover the hollowness inherent in

our culture of competitive consumerism and the rewards and

challenges of active and engaged citizenship, they might well

begin to move the United States considerably closer to that

distant and elusive goal.
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NUMBER OF COUNTRIES RANKED ON DEGREE OF DEMOCRACY

Score Brief Interpretation

1 Meaningful fair elections are held, there is full freedom for

political organization and expression, and there is some

preferential presentation of o≈cial views in the media.

2 Meaningful fair elections are held and there is full freedom for

political organization, but some public dissent is suppressed and

there is preferential presentation of o≈cial views in the media.

3 Meaningful fair elections are held, but some independent

political organizations are banned, some public dissent is

suppressed, and there is preferential presentation of o≈cial

views in the media.

4 Elections are marred by fraud or coercion, some independent

political organizations are banned, some public dissent is

suppressed, and there is preferential presentation of o≈cial

views in the media.

5 No meaningful elections are held, some independent political

organizations are banned, some public dissent is suppressed,

and there is preferential presentation of o≈cial views in the

media.

6 No meaningful elections are held, only nonpolitical

organizations are allowed to be independent, some public

dissent is suppressed, and there is preferential presentation of

o≈cial views in the media.
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Score Brief Interpretation

7 No meaningful elections are held, only nonpolitical

organizations are allowed to be independent, some public

dissent is suppressed, and alternatives to the o≈cial media are

very limited.

8 No meaningful elections are held, all organizations are banned

or controlled by the government or o≈cial party, all public

dissent is suppressed, and alternatives to the o≈cial media are

very limited.

9 No meaningful elections are held, all organizations are banned

or controlled by the government or o≈cial party, some public

dissent is suppressed, and there is no public alternative to

o≈cial information.

10 No meaningful elections are held, all organizations are banned

or controlled by the government or o≈cial party, all public

dissent is suppressed, and there is no public alternative to

o≈cial information.
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