
Chapter 2

Democracy: Overrated or

Undervalued?

A lmost everybody in America believes in democracy. When interviewers ask
Americans basic questions of majority rule, equality of opportunity, or indi-

vidual freedom, more than 95 percent profess a belief in democratic values. As our
introduction to this book suggests, however, once we probe a bit deeper into what
Americans think democracy means, we find that they are not at all of one mind
about how far democracy should extend into political, social, and economic life.
Elite democrats believe that democracy is a valuable method for selecting those
who will govern us, but they are skeptical about the political capacities and inter-
ests of ordinary citizens and want important decisions left to those with experience
and expertise. Popular democrats distrust elites as potentially self-serving and
believe that under the right circumstances ordinary citizens are both capable of
and entitled to a significant share in deciding public matters.

The debate over democracy began at the time of the nation’s founding
and has continued to this day. In the previous chapter, we saw Federalists and
Anti-Federalists arguing about whether the American experiment in self-
government should rest on elite democracy or popular democracy. To James
Madison, only a national republic manned by a deliberative elite, who could
filter out the irrational passions of the public, could sustain the American experiment.
In the eyes of Brutus, this national republic would breed an oppressive aristocracy,
who would crush popular democracy, which must be rooted in law-abiding and
virtuous citizens and flourish at the local and state levels.

Although the Federalists prevailed in the original American debate over
democracy, securing the ratification of the Constitution, nineteenth-century
America looked more like the Anti-Federalists’ (and Thomas Jefferson’s) vision
of democracy than the Federalists’ vision. For most of the century, political and
economic life was small-scale and decentralized, with the federal government in
Washington, D.C., exercising only limited powers. Nineteenth-century America
witnessed the establishment of the most democratic society the world had
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contained since the Golden Age of democracy in ancient Athens. Levels of
political involvement and rates of voting among ordinary citizens were remark-
ably high—much higher, in fact, than they would be a century later. To be sure,
this was a white man’s democracy; Native Americans, African Americans, and
women paid a high price for white men’s freedoms, and the latter two groups
had to launch long and painful struggles for democratic inclusion that would not
achieve much success until the twentieth century.

Between the Civil War and World War I, the United States evolved from
being a largely agrarian and decentralized society into an urbanized and industrial-
ized nation. This transformation called into question the popular democratic
assumptions held by the heirs of the Anti-Federalists and Jefferson. Could ordinary
citizens obtain, understand, and act on the increasingly complex information that
characterized modern American society? America’s premier journalist, Walter
Lippmann, argued in the 1920s that ordinary citizens viewed the world through
stereotypes, simplistic pictures that distorted reality, and that effective government
for the industrial age required a greater emphasis on trained, dispassionate experts.
Agreeing with Lippmann that the American public had been eclipsed by forces
that seemed beyond its control, America’s premier philosopher, John Dewey,
warned of the elitist tendencies of Lippmann’s experts. Dewey sought to revive
popular democracy in face-to-face communities where ordinary citizens, informed
by the latest findings of social science, would participate in public affairs.

In the 1950s (like the 1920s, a decade of apparent public apathy), Lippmann’s
argument received reinforcement from the empirical surveys conducted by politi-
cal scientists. Most Americans, these surveys suggested, were not very interested in
political life, did not know much about public affairs, and did not participate at
very high levels in politics. Prevailing American conceptions about democracy
would have to be modified, many political scientists then argued, to reflect what
Robert Dahl called “citizenship without politics.” However, in the 1960s a minor-
ity of political scientists began to object, on both theoretical and empirical grounds,
to this redefinition of democracy, claiming that the new perspective was less dem-
ocratic realism than it was democratic elitism. These critics found support among
the emerging political movements that would mark the 1960s as a decade of pop-
ular democratic upsurge. Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), the most
important organization of the ’60s New Left, gave the period its political watch-
word: participatory democracy.

Our selections in this chapter are two of the more recent versions of the
persisting debate over democracy. John Mueller, a political scientist, attacks
what he considers to be the romantic and unrealistic conception of democracy
put forward by popular democrats. All that is required for democracy, Mueller
contends, is a political system that eschews violence and that allows citizens to
criticize, pressure, and remove those in power. Democracy, he suggests, will
always consist of a messy, unequal conflict for advantage among special interests.
What it will never achieve, he argues, are the misty ideals of popular democrats:
political equality, participation, and an enlightened citizenry. Holding democracy
to these standards only fosters cynicism. Mueller’s analysis updates the classic elite
democratic perspective of Madison, Lippmann, and Dahl.
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Paul Rogat Loeb, a political activist, represents the popular democratic per-
spective of the Anti-Federalists, Jefferson, Dewey, and the SDS. He ascribes the
widespread cynicism about politics not to the romantic ideals of popular demo-
crats but to the skeptical views of public involvement broadcast by the dominant
forces in American society. “We’ve all but forgotten,” he writes, “that public
participation is the very soul of democratic citizenship, and how much it can
enrich our lives.” In our selection, Loeb tells the story of Pete Knutson (one of
many stories in his book), a commercial fisherman who organized his fellow fish-
ermen, environmentalists, and Native Americans to defeat an initiative by large
industries that would have destroyed salmon spawning grounds. Loeb argues that
active citizenship is required both to fulfill our responsibility to take care of the
common good and to grow as individuals in psychological and spiritual depth.

Evaluating the debate between Mueller and Loeb should help to clarify your
own conception of democracy. Do you believe, with Mueller, that Americans
have many more interesting things to do than spend their time on political pur-
suits? Or do you believe, with Loeb, that political involvement is necessary for a
sense of freedom and personal dignity? Do you believe, with Mueller, that self-
interest and inequality will always characterize democracy and that attempts to
reduce their influence through political and economic reforms will inevitably
fail? Or do you believe, with Loeb, that politics can also reflect our more social
impulses and can redress political and economic injustices? Above all, do you
agree with Mueller that acceptance of elite democracy is the only realistic per-
spective, or do you agree with Loeb that the abandonment of popular democ-
racy is a surrender to cynicism?

Democracy’s Romantic Myths
JOHN MUELLER

There is a famous Norman Rockwell painting that purports to portray democ-
racy in action. It depicts a New England town meeting in which a working-

man has risen in a contentious situation to present his point of view. His rustic
commonsense, it appears, has cut through the indecisiveness and bickering to
provide a consensual solution to the problem at hand, and the others in the pic-
ture are looking up at him admiringly.

As it happens, that misty-eyed, idealized snapshot has almost nothing to do
with democracy in actual practice. Democracy is not a process in which one
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shining idea conquers all as erstwhile contenders fall into blissful consensus.
Rather, it is an extremely disorderly muddle in which clashing ideas and interests
(all of them “special”) do unkempt and unequal, if peaceful, battle and in which
ideas are often reduced to slogans, data to distorted fragments, evidence to ges-
tures, and arguments to poses. Speculation is rampant, caricature is routine, and
posturing is de rigueur. If one idea wins out, it is likely to be severely compro-
mised in the process, and no one goes away entirely reconciled or happy. And
there is rarely a sense of completion or finality or permanence: in a democracy,
as Tod Lindberg points out, “the fat lady never sings.” It’s a mess, and the only
saving grace is that other methods for reaching decisions are even worse.

… I develop an approach to democracy that contrasts substantially with the
romantic Rockwell ideal. It stresses petition and lobbying—the chaotic and dis-
tinctly nonconsensual combat of “special interests”—as the dominant and central
characteristic of democracy and it suggests that while elections are useful and often
valuable in a democracy, they may not be absolutely necessary. I also argue that
democracy in practice is not about equality, but rather about the freedom to
become politically unequal, and that it functions not so much by rule by the major-
ity as by minority rule with majority acquiescence….

… I also contrast democracy with other governmental forms. Although the
advantage is only comparative, democracy seems to do better at generating effec-
tive governments, choosing leaders, addressing minority concerns, creating a livable
society, and functioning effectively with real, flawed human beings….

In defining democracy, it is particularly important, I think, to separate the
essential institution itself from the operating devices that are commonly associated
with it—mechanisms like written constitutions, the separation of powers or
“checks and balances” (including an independent judiciary), and even elections.
Any definition of democracy is inadequate, I think, if it can logically be taken to
suggest that Britain (which has neither a written constitution nor separation of
powers) is not a democracy or that Switzerland did not become one until 1971
(when women were finally given the vote)….

In my view, democracy is characterized by government that is necessarily
and routinely responsive—although this responsiveness is not always even, fair,
or equal. It comes into effect when the people effectively agree not to use vio-
lence to replace the leadership, and the leadership effectively leaves them free to
criticize, to pressure, to organize, and to try to dislodge it by any other means.
This approach can be used to set up a sort of sliding scale of governmental forms.
An authoritarian government may effectively and sometimes intentionally allow a
degree of opposition—a limited amount of press disagreement, for example, or
the freedom to complain privately, something sometimes known as the freedom
of conversation. But it will not tolerate organized attempts to replace it, even if
they are peaceful. A totalitarian government does not allow even those limited free-
doms. On the other end of the scale is anarchy: a condition which holds when a
government “allows” the use of violence to try to overthrow it—presumably
mainly out of weakness or ineffectiveness.

Authoritarian and even totalitarian governments can sometimes be responsive
as well, of course. But their responsiveness depends on the will and the mindset of
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the leadership. By contrast, democracy is routinely, necessarily responsive: because peo-
ple are free to develop and use peaceful methods to criticize, pressure, and replace
the leadership, the leaders must pay attention to their critics and petitioners.

It seems to me that the formal and informal institutional mechanisms variously
applied in democracies to facilitate this core consideration are secondary—though
this does not mean that all institutions are equally fair or efficient. One can
embellish this central democratic relationship with concerns about ethos, way
of life, social culture, shared goals, economic correlates, common purposes,
customs, preferred policy outcomes, norms, patriotism, shared traditions, and
the like. These issues are interesting, but … they don’t seem to be essential or
necessary to the functioning of democracy….

Apathy

… One of the great, neglected aspects of free speech is the freedom not to listen.
As Hubert Humphrey reportedly put it, “The right to be heard doesn’t automat-
ically include the right to be taken seriously.”1 It is no easy task to persuade free
people to agree with one’s point of view, but as any experienced demagogue is
likely to point out with some exasperation, what is most difficult of all is to get
them to pay attention at all. People, particularly those in a free, open society, are
regularly barraged by shysters and schemers, by people with new angles and
neglected remedies, with purveyors of panaceas and palliatives. Very few are
successful—and even those who do succeed, including Adolf Hitler, owe their
success as much to luck as to skill.

… [Such] apathy helps importantly with the problem that is usually called
the tyranny of the majority. It is not difficult to find a place where the majority
harbors a considerable hatred for a minority—indeed, it may be difficult to find
one where this is not the case. Polls in the United States regularly have found
plenty of people who would cheerfully restrict not only the undeserving rich,
but also homosexuals, atheists, accused Communists, Nazi paraders, flag burners,
and people who like to shout unpleasant words and perpetrate unconventional
messages. But it is not easy to get this majority to do anything about it—after all,
that would require a certain amount of work.

Because of apathy, therefore, people, sometimes despite their political
predispositions, are effectively tolerant. For democracies the danger is not so
much that agile demagogues will play on hatreds and weaknesses to fabricate a
vindictive mob-like tyranny of the majority: the perversions of the French
Revolution have proved unusual. More to be feared, it seems, is the tyranny
of a few who obtain bland acquiescence from the uninterested, and essentially
unaffected, many….

1. Hubert Humphrey was a Democratic senator from Minnesota and served as vice president under President Lyndon B.
Johnson.
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The Quest for Political Equality

… The notion that all men are created equal suggests that people are born
equal—that is, that none should necessarily be denied political opportunity
merely because of their hereditary entrance into the wrong social or economic
class or because they do not adhere to the visions or dictates of a particular
ideological group. The notion does not, however, suggest that people must
necessarily be equal in their impact on the political system, but this damaging
extrapolation is often made by reformers, at least as a goal to be quested after.

An extensive study on the issue of equality by a team of political scientists
finds, none too surprisingly, that people in a real democracy like the United
States differ in the degree to which they affect the political system. Political
effectiveness, the study concludes, depends on three varying factors: resources,
especially time, money, and skills; psychological engagement with politics; and
“access to networks through which individuals can be recruited to political
life.” The variance of effectiveness, the authors then conclude, poses a “threat
to the democratic principle of equal protection of interests.” Another analyst,
reviewing their findings, makes a similar observation: “liberal democracies fail
to live up to the norm of equal responsiveness to the interests of each citizen.”

But instead of seeking to reform the system or the people who make it up,
we may want instead to abandon, or at least substantially to modify, the principle
and the norm. They clearly express a romantic perspective about democracy, a
perspective which has now been fully and repeatedly disconfirmed in practice.
Democracies are responsive and attentive to the interests of the citizenry—at least
when compared to other forms of government—but they are nowhere near
equally responsive to the interests of each citizen.

Related is the perennial clamor against “special interests.” As the futile struggle
for campaign finance reform in the United States suggests, people who want or need
to influence public policy are very likely to find ways to do so no matter how clever
the laws that seek to restrict them. As Gil Troy observes, “for all the pious hopes, the
goal of the Watergate-era reforms—to remove the influence of money from presi-
dential elections—was, in hard and inescapable fact, ridiculous.” (He also notes that
the entire cost of the 1996 election campaigns was about 25 percent of what Procter
& Gamble routinely spends every year to market its products.) A rare voice of real-
ism amid all the sanctimonious, politically correct bluster from politicians about cam-
paign finance reform in the United States in the 1990s was that of Senator Robert
Bennett of Utah: “rich people will always have influence in politics, and the solution
is not to create barriers that cause the rich people to spend even more money to hire
lawyers and consultants to find ways around the law to get the same results.”

In the end, “special interests” can be effectively reined in only by abandoning
democracy itself, because their activities are absolutely vital to the form. Indeed, it
is quite incredible that two prominent Washington reporters merely deem it
“simplistic” to argue that “people with common interests should not attempt to
sway government policy.” In a democracy the free, competitive play of “special
interests” is fundamental. To reform this out of existence would be uncompre-
hending and profoundly antidemocratic.
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Most of the agitation against political inequality is focused on the special
privileges business is presumed to enjoy. For example, concern is voiced that
the attention of public officials can be differently arrested: “a phone call from
the CEO of a major employer in the district may carry considerably more
weight than one from an unknown constituent.” It is possible, of course, that
the unweighty and unknown constituent has just come up with a plan which
will achieve permanent worldwide bliss in the course of the next six months,
but, since there are only twenty-four hours in a day, public officials (like the
rest of us) are forced to ration their time, and they are probably correct to
assume, as a first approximation at least, that the concerns of a major employer
are likely to be of wider relevance to more people than are those of the hapless
lone constituent.

But if the CEO’s access advantage to a time-pressured politician is somehow
reprehensible and must be reformed, what about other inequalities—that is, why
focus only on economic ones? A telephone call from a big-time political colum-
nist like David Broder of the Washington Post is likely to get the politician’s
attention even faster than that of the CEO. Should the influential David Broder
hold off on his next column until the rest of us deserving unknowns have had a
chance to put in our two cents in the same forum? Inequalities like these are
simply and unavoidably endemic to the whole political system as, indeed, they
are to life itself. It may be possible to reduce this inequality, but it is difficult
to imagine a reform that could possibly raise the political impact of the average
factory worker—or even of the average business executive—remotely to equal
that enjoyed by Broder….

The Quest for Participation

Democratic theorists, idealists, and image-makers maintain that “democratic
states require … participation in order to flourish,” or that “a politically active
citizenry is a requisite of any theory of democracy,” or that “democracy was built
on the principle that political participation was not only the privilege of every
man, but a necessity in ensuring the efficiency and prosperity of the democratic
system,” or that “high levels of electoral participation are essential for guarantee-
ing that government represents the public as a whole,” or that “to make a
democracy that works, we need citizens who are engaged.”

But we now have over two hundred years of experience with living, breath-
ing, messy democracy, and truly significant participation has almost never been
achieved anywhere. Since democracy exists, it simply can’t be true that wide par-
ticipation is a notable requirement, requisite, guarantee, need, or necessity for
it to prosper or work. Routinely, huge numbers of citizens even—in fact,
especially—in “mature” democracies simply decline to participate, and the trend
in participation seems to be, if anything, mostly downward. In the United States,
nearly half of those eligible fail to vote even in high-visibility elections and only
a few percent ever actively participate in politics. The final winner of a recent
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election for the mayor of Rochester, N.Y., received only about 6 percent of
the vote of the total electorate. (However, he is a very popular choice: if every-
body had voted, he would almost certainly have achieved the same victory.)
Switzerland is Europe’s oldest democracy, and it also boasts the continent’s
lowest voter turnout.

Statistics like these frequently inspire a great deal of concern—after all, it is
argued, “political participation” is one of the “basic democratic ideals.” But it
may be more useful to reshape democratic theories and ideals to take notice of
the elemental fact that democracy works even though it often fails to inspire very
much in the way of participation from its citizenry.

And it might also be asked, why, exactly, is it so important for citizens to
participate? Most analyses suggest that nonvoters do not differ all that much
from voters in their policy concerns, though there are some (controversial) sug-
gestions that leftist parties might do a bit better in some countries if everyone
were forced to vote. However, once in office, responsible leftist and rightist par-
ties both face the same constraining conditions and, despite their ideologies and
campaign promises, often do not differ all that much from each other in their
policies—frequently to the disillusionment and disgust of their supporters who
may come to feel they have been conned.

Some hold voting to be important because “of the problem of legitimacy.”
The idea is that “as fewer and fewer citizens participate in elections, the extent to
which government truly rests on the consent of the governed may be called into
question”; moreover the “quality of the link between elites and citizens” will
erode. Actually, such callings into question seem to happen mostly when a can-
didate, like Bill Clinton in 1992, gets less than half of the recorded vote—and
these are principally inspired by partisan maneuvering by the losers to undercut
any claim that the winner has a mandate. And in local elections, the often
exceedingly low turnout and participation levels rarely even cause much notice:
I have yet to hear anyone suggest that the mayor of Rochester is illegitimate or
“unlinked” because hardly anybody managed to make it to the polls when he
was elected.

Moreover, it really seems to strain credulity to suggest that “if people feel
distant from the electoral process, they can take no pride in the successes of the
government.” No pride? It seems that even nonvoters celebrated victory in the
Gulf War. Or that nonvoters “avoid responsibility for the problems facing
the nation.” But nonvoters seem to have no more difficulty than voters in rou-
tinely (and sometimes even correctly) blaming the politicians for whatever is
wrong. And it is simply too glib to conclude that “if you don’t vote, you don’t
count.” If that were true, women would never have gotten the vote, slavery
would still exist, and there would never have been prison reform or legislation
aiding the homeless.

There are also claims that low turnout levels “contribute to the problem of an
unrepresentative policy agenda.” But it is difficult to understand what this could
possibly mean—or, better, what a “representative policy agenda” would look
like. Agendas are set by people actively trying to pursue their interests; they are
not out there somewhere in the miasma waiting for us objectively to snap them
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up. As Steven Rosenstone and John Mark Hansen argue, “political participation is
the product of strategic interactions of citizens and leaders.” People “participate
when politicians, political parties, interest groups, and activists persuade them to
get involved.” Thus, there will not be an “ideal” or even “normal” degree of par-
ticipation. Rather, participation will increase when “salient issues reach the public
agenda … when governments approach crucial decisions … when competitive
election campaigns stimulate, when social movements inspire.”

Hundreds of years of experience, then, suggest that the pursuit of participa-
tion for the sake of participation is rather quixotic. Instead, applying a philosoph-
ical observation attributed to impresario Sol Hurok, perhaps we should accept
the fact that “if people don’t want to come, nothing will stop them.” Moreover,
discontent and cynicism about the system itself (and consequently perhaps non-
voting) are increased when alarmists passionately lament that many people, as
they have throughout democratic eternity, freely decide to pursue interests they
find more pressing than politics, or manage to come up with more interesting
things to do on election day than to go through the often inconsequential ritual
of voting. (Sometimes, actually, nonvoters, by the very act of not voting, may be
indicating their concerns and preferences more eloquently than those who actu-
ally do vote.)

The Quest for an Enlightened Citizenry

“If a nation expects to be ignorant and free,” Thomas Jefferson once said, “it
expects what never was and never will be.” Pretty much ever since those mem-
orable words were issued, the United States has managed to be both, and with
considerable alacrity.

Fortunately for America, eternal vigilance has not proven to be the price
of democracy—it can come quite a bit cheaper. In ideal democracies, James
Bryce once suggested, “the average citizen will give close and constant
attention to public affairs, recognizing that this is his interest as well as his
duty”—but not in real ones.2 And Horace Mann’s ringing prediction that
“with universal suffrage, there must be universal elevation of character, intel-
lectual and moral, or there will be universal mismanagement and calamity”
has proven untrue.3

Nonetheless, democratic idealists continue to insist that “democracies
require responsibility.” Or they contend that democracy “relies on informed
popular judgment and political vigilance.” Or they persist in defining democ-
racy “as a political system in which people actively attend to what is
significant.” One would think it would be obvious by now that democracy
works despite the fact that it often fails to inspire or require very much in the

2. James Bryce was a British writer who published a classic study, The American Commonwealth, in the late nineteenth
century.

3. Horace Mann was a nineteenth-century educational reformer.
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way of responsibility and knowledge from its citizenry. Democracy does feed
on the bandying about of information, but that is going to happen pretty much
automatically when people are free to ferret it out and to exchange it. Democracy
clearly does not require that people generally be well informed, responsible, or
actively attentive.

Recent surveys find that around half the American people haven’t the
foggiest idea which party controls the Senate or what the first ten amend-
ments of the Constitution are called or what the Fifth Amendment does or
who their congressional representative or senators are. Moreover, this lack of
knowledge has generally increased (particularly when education is controlled
for) since the 1940s. A month after the Republican victory in the 1994 elec-
tion that propelled the vocal and energetic Newt Gingrich into the speaker-
ship of the House of Representatives and into the media stratosphere, a
national poll found that 50 percent hadn’t heard enough about Gingrich
even to have an opinion about him. Four months later, after endless publicity
over Gingrich’s varying fortunes and after Time magazine had designated him
its “Man of the Year,” that number had not changed (so much for the power
of the press). In a poll conducted two years later, half were still unable to
indicate who the speaker was. Meanwhile, less than 20 percent guessed cor-
rectly that over the preceding twenty years air pollution and the number
of the elderly living in poverty had declined, and most people were of
the wildly distorted impression that foreign aid comprised a larger share of the
federal budget than Medicare.

One recent analysis observes that “for the last 200 years the United States has
survived as a stable democracy, despite continued evidence of an uninformed
public.” It also notes that “in theory, a democracy requires knowledgeable
citizens.” Although it then labels the contradictory condition “the paradox of
modern democracy,” it seems, rather, that it is the theory that should be called
into question, not the reality.

Moreover, it may not be entirely clear why one should expect people to
spend a lot of time worrying about politics when democratic capitalism not
only leaves them free to choose other ways to get their kicks, but in its seem-
ingly infinite quest for variety is constantly developing seductive distractions.
Democratic theorists and idealists may be intensely interested in government
and its processes, but it verges on the arrogant, even the self-righteous, to
suggest that other people are somehow inadequate or derelict unless they
share the same curious passion. Many studies have determined that it is the
politically interested who are the most politically active. It is also doubtless
true that those most interested in unidentified flying objects are the ones
most likely to join UFO clubs. UFO enthusiasts, however, get no special
credit by political theorists for servicing their particular obsession, while politics
junkies are lauded because they seem to be fulfilling a higher, theory-sanctified
function.

In the end, the insistence that terrible things will happen unless the citizenry
becomes addicted to C-SPAN can inspire cynicism about the process when it is
observed that the Beverly Hillbillies (or whatever) enjoy vastly higher ratings.
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The Active Citizen
PAUL ROGAT LOEB

In the personal realm, most Americans are thoughtful, caring, generous. We try
to do our best by family and friends. At times we’ll even stop to help another

driver stranded with a roadside breakdown, or give some spare change to a
stranger. But increasingly, a wall now separates each of us from the world out-
side, and from others who’ve likewise taken refuge in their own private sanctu-
aries. We’ve all but forgotten that public participation is the very soul of
democratic citizenship, and how much it can enrich our lives.

However, the reason for our wholesale retreat from social involvement is
not, I believe, that most of us feel all is well with the world. I live in Seattle, a
city with a seemingly unstoppable economy. Yet every time I go downtown
I see men and women with signs saying “I’ll work for food,” or “Homeless
vet. Please help.” Their suffering diminishes me as a human being. I also travel
extensively, doing research and giving lectures throughout the country. Except
in the wealthiest of enclaves, people everywhere say, “Things are hard here.”
America’s economic boom has passed many of us by. We struggle to live on
meager paychecks. We worry about layoffs, random violence, the rising cost of
health care, and the miseducation of our kids. Too stretched to save, uncertain
about Social Security, many of us wonder just how we’ll survive when we get
old. We feel overwhelmed, we say, and helpless to change things.

Even those of us who are economically comfortable seem stressed. We
spend hours commuting on crowded freeways, and hours more at jobs whose
demands never end. We complain that we don’t have enough time left for fami-
lies and friends. We worry about the kind of world we’ll pass on to our grand-
children. Then we also shrug and say there’s nothing we can do.

To be sure, the issues we now face are complex—perhaps more so than in
the past. How can we comprehend the moral implications of a world in which
Nike pays Michael Jordan more to appear in its ads than it pays all the workers at
its Indonesian shoe factories combined? Today the five hundred richest people
on the planet control more wealth than the bottom three billion, half of the
human population. Is it possible even to grasp the process that led to this most
extraordinary imbalance? More important, how do we even begin to redress it?

Yet what leaves too many of us sitting on the sidelines is not only a lack of
understanding of the complexities of our world. It’s not only an absence of readily
apparent ways to begin or resume public involvement. Certainly we need to decide
for ourselves whether particular causes are wise or foolish—be they the politics
of campaign finance reform, attempts to address the growing gap between rich
and poor, or efforts to safeguard water, air, and wilderness. We need to identify
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and connect with worthy groups that take on these issues, whether locally or glob-
ally. But first we need to believe that our individual involvement is worthwhile,
that what we might do in the public sphere will not be in vain.

This means we face a challenge that is as much psychological as political. As
the Ethiopian proverb says, “He who conceals his disease cannot be cured.” We
need to understand our cultural diseases of callousness, shortsightedness, and de-
nial, and learn what it will take to heal our society and heal our souls. How did
so many of us become convinced that we can do nothing to affect our common
future? And how have some other Americans managed to remove the cataracts
from their vision and work powerfully for change?

When we do take a stand, we grow psychologically and spiritually. Pete
Knutson is one of my oldest friends. During his twenty-five years as a commercial
fisherman in Washington and Alaska, he’s been forced, time and again, to respond
to the steady degradation of salmon spawning grounds. “You’d have a hard time
spawning, too, if you had a bulldozer in your bedroom,” he says, explaining the
destruction of once-rich salmon habitat by commercial development and timber
industry clear-cutting. Pete could have simply accepted this degradation as fate,
focusing on getting a maximum share of the dwindling fish populations. Instead,
he’s gradually built an alliance between Washington State fishermen, environ-
mentalists, and Native American tribes, persuading them to work collectively to
demand that the habitat be preserved and restored.

The cooperation Pete created didn’t come easy: Washington’s fishermen were
historically individualistic and politically mistrustful, more inclined, in Pete’s judg-
ment, “to grumble or blame the Indians than to act.” Now, with their new allies,
they began to push for cleaner spawning streams, preservation of the Endangered
Species Act, and an increased flow of water over major regional dams to help boost
salmon runs. But large industrial interests, such as the aluminum companies, feared
that these measures would raise their electricity costs or restrict their opportunities
for development. So a few years ago they bankrolled a statewide initiative to regu-
late fishing nets in a way that would eliminate small family fishing operations.

“I think we may be toast,” said Pete, when Initiative 640 first surfaced. In an
Orwellian twist, its backers even presented the initiative as environmentally friendly,
to mislead casual voters. It was called “Save Our Sealife,” although fishermen soon
rechristened it “Save Our Smelters.” At first, those opposing 640 thought they had
no chance of success: They were outspent, outstaffed, outgunned. Similar initiatives
had already passed in Florida, Louisiana, and Texas, backed by similar industrial
interests. I remember Pete sitting in a Seattle tavern with two fisherman friends,
laughing bitterly and saying, “The three of us are going to take on the aluminum
companies? We’re going to beat Reynolds and Kaiser?”

But they refused to give up. Instead, Pete and his coworkers systematically
enlisted the region’s major environmental groups to campaign against the initia-
tive. They worked with the media to explain the larger issues at stake. And they
focused public attention on the measure’s powerful financial backers, and their
interest in its outcome. On election night, November 1995, Initiative 640 was
defeated throughout the state. White fishermen, Native American activists, and
Friends of the Earth staffers threw their arms around each other in victory. “I’m
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really proud of you, Dad,” Pete’s twelve-year-old son kept repeating. Pete was
stunned.

“Everyone felt it was hopeless,” Pete said, looking back. “But if we were
going to lose, I wanted at least to put up a good fight. And we won because of
all the earlier work we’d done, year after year, to build up our environmental re-
lationships, get some credibility, and show that we weren’t just in it for ourselves.”

We often think of social involvement as noble but impractical. Yet as Pete’s
story attests, it can serve enlightened self-interest and the interests of others
simultaneously, while giving us a sense of connection and purpose nearly impos-
sible to find in purely private life. “It takes energy to act,” said Pete. “But it’s
more draining to bury your anger, convince yourself you’re powerless, and swal-
low whatever’s handed to you. The times I’ve compromised my integrity and
accepted something I shouldn’t, the ghosts of my choices have haunted me.
When you get involved in something meaningful, you make your life count.
What you do makes a difference. It blows my mind that we beat 640 starting
out with just a small group of people who felt it was wrong to tell lies.”

In fighting to save the environment and his economic livelihood, Pete
strengthened his own soul. How the rest of us might achieve something similar is
not always clear. We often don’t know where to start. Most of us would like to see
people treated more justly, to have the earth accorded the respect it deserves, and to
feel less pressure in our lives. But we find it hard to imagine having much of a role
in this process. We mistrust our own ability to make a difference. The magnitude
of the issues at hand, coupled with this sense of powerlessness, has led far too many
of us to conclude that social involvement isn’t worth the cost.

Such resignation isn’t an innate response, or the creation of some inevitable
fate. Rather, it’s what psychologists call learned helplessness. Society has systemat-
ically taught us to ignore the ills we see, and leave them to others to handle.
Understandably, we find it unsettling even to think about crises as huge and pro-
found in their implications as the extinction of species, depletion of the ozone
layer, and destruction of the rainforests. Or the desperate poverty that blights
entire neighborhoods in our nation’s largest cities. We’re led to believe that if
we can’t solve every one of these kinds of problems, we shouldn’t bother to be-
come socially active at all. We’re also taught to doubt our voice—to feel we lack
either the time to properly learn and articulate the issues we care about, or the
standing to speak out and be heard. To get socially involved, we believe, requires
almost saint-like judgment, confidence, and character—a standard we can never
meet. Whatever impulses toward involvement we might have, they’re dampened
by a culture that demeans idealism, enshrines cynicism, and makes us feel naïve
for caring about our fellow human beings or the planet we inhabit….

Learned Helplessness

America’s prevailing culture of cynicism insists that nothing we do can matter. It
teaches us not to get involved in shaping the world we’ll pass on to our children.
It encourages us to leave such important decisions to others—whether they be
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corporate and government leaders, or social activists whose lifestyles seem impos-
sibly selfless or foreign. Sadly, and ironically, in a country born of a democratic
political revolution, to be American today is to be apolitical. Civic withdrawal
has become our norm. To challenge this requires courage. It also requires creat-
ing a renewed definition of ourselves as citizens—something closer to the nation
of active stakeholders that leaders like Thomas Jefferson had in mind.

The importance of citizens’ direct participation in a democracy was expressed
thousands of years ago, by the ancient Greeks. In fact, they used the word “idiot”
for people incapable of involving themselves in civic life. Now, the very word
“political” has become so debased in our culture that we use it to describe either
trivial office power plays or the inherently corrupt world of elected leaders. We’ve
lost sight of its original roots in the Greek notion of the polis: the democratic
sphere in which citizens, acting in concert, determine the character and direction
of their society. “All persons alike,” wrote Aristotle, should share “in the govern-
ment to the utmost.” …

Bowling Alone

Creating any kind of activist community is harder when the civic associations and
institutions that might once have offered a foundation have themselves eroded. In a
much-discussed article, “Bowling Alone,” the Harvard political theorist Robert
Putnam observes that during the past thirty years Americans have steadily reduced
their participation not only in voting, but also in traditional forms of community
involvement, such as the PTA, the League of Women Voters, unions, mainstream
churches, the Boy Scouts and Campfire Girls, and service clubs like the Lions and
Kiwanis. We’ve squandered the “social capital” that allows people to work together
effectively to pursue shared objectives. As a strangely poignant example of this trend,
Putnam notes that local bowling leagues have seen a 40 percent decline in member-
ship since 1980. During the same period, however, the number of individuals who
actually bowl has risen until it now exceeds the number who vote in congressional
elections. These trends bode ill for American democracy, Putnam argues, because
the more socially isolated our citizens become, the fewer chances they have for the
kinds of civic conversations that fuel involvement in crucial public concerns.

Putnam’s critics, like Atlantic Monthly writer Nicholas Lemann, have argued that
citizens are still just as likely to get involved in community social networks, but that
as America’s population shifts toward the suburbs, the networks have changed form.
Youth soccer leagues, in which parents participate on the weekends, are booming,
he says. So are Internet discussion groups and self-help associations like Alcoholics
Anonymous. Organizations from NOW and the Sierra Club to the NRA and the
Christian Coalition have taken the place of the old political machines.1

Such examples notwithstanding, I remain convinced by Putnam’s basic
proposition, that civic involvement has dropped off significantly. In a follow-up

1. NOW is an acronym for the National Organization for Women; NRA is an acronym for the National Rifle
Association.
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article, Putnam examines a number of possible causes for the decline, including
suburbanization, the increased numbers of women in the work force, and the
general demands of modern life. While most of these factors seem to play some
role, they don’t account for the fact that the decline cuts across cities and suburbs,
the married and the single, working men, working women, and stay-at-home
moms. The key change during the past fifty years, Putnam concludes, is the
steadily increasing influence of television. Regardless of background or current cir-
cumstances, the more people watch TV, he finds, the less they involve themselves
in civic activities of any kind, and the more mistrusting and pessimistic they
become about human nature. As their sense of connectedness and common pur-
pose erodes, they find it easy to scapegoat others, to view the world in prejudicial
and unforgiving terms, and to believe that ordinary citizens can do nothing to shape
the history of our time. This is all the more troubling given that extensive TV
watching now begins in early childhood, taking up as much time among average
kids aged nine to fourteen as all other discretionary activities combined. For many
adults, TV has gradually replaced nearly every social activity outside the home.

It worries me that so many of us now sit alone for hours on end, passive
spectators, paying more attention to the strangers on the screen than to the real
people next door. What are the consequences for ourselves and our society? The
greatest misfortune, in my view, is that by focusing so much on stories scripted
by others, we forfeit the opportunity to create our own.

Fishing Together

Whatever the reasons for our declining civic involvement, we need to rebuild
local communities even as we work to expand their vision. Pete Knutson took
this approach in working with his fellow fishermen: First he helped create a cohe-
sive community; then he involved its members in larger public issues. Pete, the son
of a plainspoken Lutheran minister, grew up in the hardscrabble mill town of
Everett, Washington. He had a Barry Goldwater poster on his wall, “because
Goldwater spoke his mind.”2 At first Pete supported the Vietnam War, and even
got a jingoistic letter published on the Everett Herald’s youth page. His views
changed as friends who’d enlisted came back, feeling betrayed, and told him,
“Don’t believe anything the military tells you. They always lie.” Before long,
Pete was organizing an antiwar moratorium at his high school; then he went off
to Stanford, and became the only draft-age man to testify before Congress. He
even got his fifteen minutes of fame on the national news, after Strom Thurmond
stormed out when Pete had the audacity to ask a Senate committee, “If you’re so
eager to fight this war, why don’t you pick up an M16 and lead the first wave?”

Pete began fishing to work his way through school. Soon, fishing became a
way of life, as he bought his own boat, with borrowed money, to support his wife
and two young sons. Because he knew his fellow fishermen were powerless in

2. Barry Goldwater, a founder of modern American conservatism and a senator from Arizona, was the Republican
candidate for president in 1964.
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isolation, he helped build the Puget Sound Gillnetters’ Association, which enabled
members to market fish jointly, lobby on laws that affected them, and gain lever-
age against the giant canneries. “I felt we had to trust each other,” he says. “If we
didn’t, we had no chance.” The association became a base through which fisher-
men gradually became conversant with large ecological issues, such as the destruc-
tion of salmon habitat, upon whose outcome their livelihoods depended.

Pete worked steadily to bridge the gap between fishermen and the generally
more middle-class environmentalists. That was no easy task, given long-standing
mutual mistrust fed by class divides and stereotypes. Yet a coalition did in fact
emerge, and the fishermen brought a powerful blue-collar presence to issues
like the Endangered Species Act and habitat protection. When President Clinton
visited Seattle for a Pacific Rim trade conference, a parade of fishing boats joined
with Greenpeace activists to challenge his environmental timidity. Both Pete’s
ethical stand and pride in craft were evoked by the bumper sticker on his truck:
“Jesus Was a Gillnetter.”

This hard-won and unexpected alliance proved critical when Initiative 640
threatened to shut down the gillnetters’ operations by banning the nets they
used. The fishermen held joint press conferences with the now-supportive envi-
ronmental groups, picketed a pleasure-boat company that was a prime initial
backer of the initiative, and generally refused to succumb quietly to their oppo-
nents’ well-financed campaign. They survived because Pete, along with a few
others, had helped change their vision from one of enlightened self-interest to a
more complex and sustainable ethic, best summed up when he spoke of nurturing
the salmon habitat “so my kids can fish, too, and everyone’s children can inherit a
healthy planet.” First the fishermen learned to work together, then to reach
beyond their own ranks. Building their association’s internal cohesion made it
easier for them to tackle difficult issues later on….

The Fullness of Time

However we promote social change, we do so in time: We link past, present,
and future in our attempts to create a better world. Some historical eras, how-
ever, seem more pregnant with possibility than others….

The 1960s were marked by a … sense of urgency and creative ferment.
Ordinary people worldwide challenged entrenched institutions and policies. They
talked of realizing a more humane and generous future. These movements then col-
lapsed because of powerful opposition, their participants’ exhaustion, and some dan-
gerous moments of arrogance. But for a time, people unleashed powerful dreams.

Our lives today are hardly stagnant. We have access to a world of food, music,
sights, sounds, and healing traditions. We can log onto websites from Bangkok and
Reykjavik to Nairobi and Calcutta. As technology changes by leaps and bounds, it
alters our lives and the earth at an almost incomprehensible pace. So does the
relentless global economy. Change happens so fast we can barely keep up.

But politically, we often feel powerless, incapable of moving forward. We
may have witnessed citizens fighting for democracy in the streets of Prague,

44 C H A P T E R 2 Democracy: Overrated or Undervalued?



Berlin, and Moscow, Tiananmen Square and Soweto, Manila, and Jakarta. But
we saw them from a distance on TV. People risked their lives to have a say in
their common future, but the lessons seemed remote from our world. They
didn’t apply to us. Not here, and certainly not now.

It’s tempting to gaze back longingly toward the most dramatic periods of
history, while disdaining our own era as unheroic and meaningless. “People
seem so stuck these days,” says Ginny Nicarthy. “But things looked pretty grim
in the late 1950s too, when I first got involved. A dozen of us would picket the
bomb shelters or stores that were racist in their hiring, and people would yell at
us, tell us to ‘Go back to Russia,’ ‘Go back to your kitchen, where you belong.’
There were no clear reasons to believe that we could change things, but some-
how we did. We leaped forward, started the ball rolling, and built enough polit-
ical mass that it kept going. Maybe we need to do that again.”

Seeding the ground for the next round of highly visible social progress will
take work. Yet major gains for human dignity are possible, even in seemingly
resistant times. Indeed, our efforts may be even more critical now than in periods
when the whole world seems to be watching.

The Turnings of History

Historical contexts can change shape suddenly and dramatically. As Václav Havel
wrote before the epochal Eastern European revolutions, “Hope is not
prognostication.”3 Richard Flacks remembers visiting Berkeley in September
1964 and hearing members of the activist student group SDS complain that their
fellow students were almost terminally apathetic, uncaring, and passive. They
said that nothing they could try would work. A few weeks later, the free speech
movement erupted.

We can never predict when a historical mood will suddenly shift and new
hopes and possibilities emerge. But we do know that this shift won’t occur
unless someone takes action. Recall the struggle of Susan B. Anthony. She
labored her entire life for women’s suffrage, then died fourteen years before
it was achieved. Thirty years ago, few would have thought that the Soviet
bloc would crumble, thanks in part to the persistence of individuals from
Havel to Lech Walesa and Andrei Sakharov, who voiced prophetic truths
despite all costs. Few would have thought that South Africa would become
a democracy, with Nelson Mandela its president. Few would have imagined
that women throughout the world would begin to insist on shaping their
own destiny. Major victories for human dignity rarely come easily or quickly.
But they do come.

“When nothing seems to help,” said the early twentieth-century reformer
Jacob Riis, “I go and look at a stonecutter hammering away at his rock perhaps
a hundred times without as much as a crack showing in it. Yet at the hundred

3. Václav Havel, a prominent playwright and a dissident during communist rule in Czechoslovakia, became president of
the Czech Republic.
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and first blow it will split in two, and I know it was not that blow that did
it—but all that had gone before.” …

Faith and Hope

Even if the past holds no guarantees for the future, we can still take heart from
previous examples of courage and vision. We can draw hope from those who
came before us, to whom we owe so much. We can remember that history un-
folds in ways we can never predict, but that again and again bring astounding
transformations, often against the longest of odds. Our strength can come, as
I’ve suggested, from a radical stubbornness, from savoring the richness of our
journey, and from the victories we win and the lives that we change. We can
draw on the community we build.

More than anything, activists religious and secular keep going because par-
ticipation is essential to their dignity, to their very identity, to the person they see
in the mirror. To stay silent, they say, would be self-betrayal, a violation of their
soul. Plainly stated, it would feel cheap and tacky. “That’s why we were put
here on this earth,” they stress again and again. “What better thing can you do
with your life?” “There’ll be nobody like you ever again,” says veteran environ-
mentalist David Brower. “Make the most of every molecule you’ve got, as long
as you’ve got a second to go. That’s your charge.”

This means responding to the ills of our time with what Rabbi Abraham
Heschel once called “a persistent effort to be worthy of the name human.” A tech-
nical editor who chaired her local Amnesty International chapter felt demeaned just
by knowing about incidents of torture. To do something about it helped her
recover her spirit. “When you stand in front of the Creator,” says Carol McNulty,
“you want to say, ‘I tried to make a difference.’ It isn’t going to be what kind of car
I had or how big a house. I’d like to think I tried.”

Being true to oneself in this fashion doesn’t eradicate human destructiveness.
We need to live, as Albert Camus suggests, with a “double memory—a memory
of the best and the worst.”4 We can’t deny the cynicism and callousness of which
humans are capable. We also can’t deny the courage and compassion that offer us
hope. It’s our choice which characteristics we’ll steer our lives by….

Discussion Questions

1. What are the most important differences between the elite democratic
perspective and the popular democratic perspective? In your view, which
side has the stronger case?

2. Mueller argues that “‘special interests’ can be effectively reined in only by
abandoning democracy itself.” Do you agree?

4. Albert Camus was a French philosopher and novelist who won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1957.
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3. Mueller believes that there is no greater intrinsic value in being a “politics
junkie” than in pursuing any other interest or hobby, whereas Loeb sees
public involvement as essential for personal growth. Is there anything
distinctive about political participation that makes it especially worthy
of our time and commitments?

4. Are most Americans too preoccupied with their private affairs to pay much
attention to public ones, or can they be taught to see critical links between
their own needs and interests and the shared pursuit of public goods?

Suggested Readings and Internet Resources

The classic work on the meaning, practices, and dilemmas of American democracy
remains Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vols. 1 and 2 (New York:
Vintage Books, 1990). Two provocative histories of American democracy are
Robert H. Wiebe, Self-Rule: A Cultural History of American Democracy (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1995), and Michael Schudson, The Good Citizen: A
History of American Civic Life (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999).
Perhaps the greatest work of modern political science in the elite democratic vein
is Robert A. Dahl, Who Governs? Democracy and Power in an American City (New
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1961). For a fascinating study of the 1960s
experiment with participatory democracy, see James Miller, “Democracy Is in the
Streets”: From Port Huron to the Siege of Chicago (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1994). For critical accounts of the current status of democracy in
America, see Theda Skocpol, Diminished Democracy: From Membership to Management
in American Civic Life (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2003), and Matthew
A. Crenson and Benjamin Ginsberg, Downsizing Democracy: How America Sidelined Its
Citizens and Privatized Its Public (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press,
2004).

Center for Democracy and Citizenship
www.publicwork.org
The Center for Democracy and Citizenship offers information about various
citizenship projects as well as information about the center’s own publications;
it provides links to other sites on citizenship.

Institute for the Study of Civic Values
www.iscv.org
The Institute for the Study of Civic Values is a nonprofit organization in
Philadelphia. Its website provides classic articles and lectures on American demo-
cratic values as well as information on civic values projects.

The Democracy Collaborative
www.democracycollaborative.org
The Democracy Collaborative’s website provides scholarly materials “in support of
democratic renewal, civic participation, and community building.”
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