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DEMOCRATIC PRACTICE AND
DEMOCRATIC THEORY
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Requirements for the Individual

Perhaps the main impact of realistic research on contemporary politics has been to
temper some of the requirements set by our traditional normative theory for the
pypical citizen. “Our of all this literature of political observation and analysis, which
is relatively new,” says Max Beloff, “there has come to exist a picture in our minds
of the political scene which differs very considerably from that familiar to us from
the classical texts of democratic politics.”

Experienced observers have long known, of cousse, that the individual voter
was not all that the theory of democracy requires of him. As |British Lord Jarnes)
Bryce put it [in his 1888 treatise, The American Commenwealth):

Hew lirtle solidivy and substance rhere is in the political or social heliefs of nine-
teen persons out of every twenty. These beliefs, when examined, mostly resolve
themselves into two ot three prejuriice.s and aversions, two oT three prepossessions
for a parsicular party or section of a party, two or three pheases ot catch-words sug-
pesting ot embodying arguments which the man who repeats them has not analyzed.

While our data do not support such an extreme statement, they do reveal that cer-
tain requirements commonly assumed for the successful operation of democracy are
not met by the behavior of the “average” citizen. The requirements, and our con-
clusions concerning thein, are quickly reviewed.

Interest, Discussion, Motivation

The democratic citizen 15 expected to be interested and to participate in political
affairs. His interest and participation can rake such various forms as reading and lis-
tening to campaign materials, working for the candidate or the party, arguing poli-
tics, donating woney, and voting. . . - Many vote without real involvement in the
election, and even the party workers are not typically worivated by ideological con-
cemns or plain civie duty.
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If there is one characteristic for a democratic system {(besides the ballot itself}
that is theoretically required, it is the capacity for and the practice of discussion. "t
is a5 true of the large as of the small society,” says [A. D] Lindsay, “thac its health
depends on the mutual understanding which discussion makes possible; and char
discussion is the only possible instrument of its democratic government.” How
much participation in political discussion there is in the community, whar it is, and
among whom—these questions have been given answers . . . earlier. . . . In this
instance there was little true discussion between the candidates, little in the news- -
paper commentary, little between the voters and the official party representarives,
some within the electorate. On the grass roots level there was more talk than
debarte, and, at least inferentially, the talk had fmportant effects upon voring, in
seinforcing or acrivating the parrisans if not in converting the apposition.

An asswnption underlying the theory of democracy is that rhe citizerry has a
strong motivation for participation in political life. But it is a curious qualiry of vating
behavior that for large nurshers of people motivation is weak if not almost absent, [t
is assumed that this motivation would gain its strength from the citizen’s percepeion
of the difference that alternative decisions made to him. Now when a person buys
something or makes other decisions of daily life, there are direct and immediate con-
sequences for him. But for the bulk of the American people the voting decision is not
followed by any direct, immediate, visible petsonal consequences. Most VOLeTS, Orga-
nized or unotganized, are not in a position to fotesee the distant and indirect conse-
quences for themselves, let alone the society. The batlot is cast, and for most people
that is the end of it. If theiz side is defeated, “it doesn’t really matrer.”

Knowledge

The democratic citizen is expected to be well informed about political affairs. He is
supposed o know what the issues are, what their listory s, what the relevant facts are,
what alternatives are proposed, what the party stands for, whar the likely conse-
quences are. By such standards the voter falls short. Even when he has the motivation,
he finds it difficult to make decisions on the basis of full information when the subject
is relatively simple and proximate; how can he do so when it is complex and remote?
The citizen is not highly informed on derails of the campaign, noe does he avoid a cer-
tain misperception of the political siuation when it is to his psychelogical advantage
ro do so. The electorate’s perceprion of what paes on in the campaign is colored by
emotional fecling roward one or the other issue, candidate, party, or social group.

Principle

The democratic citizen is supposed to cast his vote on the basis of principle—not
fortuirously or frivolously or impulsively or habitually, but wich reference to stan-
dards not only of his own interest but of the common good as well. Here, again, if
this vequirement is pushed at all strongly, it becomes an impossible demand on the
democratic electorate.

Many vorers vote not for principle in the usual sense but “for” a gIoup o
which they are attached—their group. The Catholic vote or the heredicary vote is
explainable less as principle than as a rraditional social allegiance. The ordinary
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voter, hewildered by the complexity of modern political problems, unable ro derer-
mine clearly what the consequences are of alternative lines of action, remote from
the arena, and incapable of bringing information to bear on principle, vores the way
trusied people around him are voting. . . .

On the issues of the camrpaign there is 2 considerable amount of “don’t know”—
sowmetimes reflecting penwine mdecizion, more often meaning “don’t care.” Among
those with opinions the partisans agree on most issues, criteria, expectations, and
rules of the game. The supporters of the different sides disagres on only a few issues.
Not, for that matter, do the candidates themselves always join the issue sharply and
clearly, The partisans do not agree overwhelmingly with their own party’s position,
or, rather, only the small minority of highly partisan do; the rest take a rather mod-
erate position on the pelitical consideration involved in an election.

Rationality

The democratic citizen is expected Lo exercise rational judgment in coming to his
voting decision. He is expected ro have arrived at his principles by reason and o
have considered rationally the implications and alleged consequences of the alter-
native proposals of the contending parties. Political theorists and commentators
have always exclaimed over the seeming contrast here between requirement and
fulfillment. . . . The upshot of this is that the usual analogy between the voting “de-
cision” and the more or less carefully calculated decisions of consumers or business-
men or courts, incidentally, may be quite incorrect. For many voters political
preferences may better be considered analogous to cultural tastes—in music, litera-
ture, recreational activities, dress, ethics, speech, seciat behavior, Consider the par-
allels batween political preferences and general cultural tastes. Both have their
origin in ethnic, sectional, class, and family traditions. Both exhibit stability and
resistance to change for individuals bot flexibility and adjustment over generations
for the society as a whole. Both seem to he matters of sentiment and disposition
rather than “reasoned preferences.” While boch are responsive to changed condi-
tions and wnusual stimuli; they are relatively invalnerable ro direcr argumentation
and vulnerable to indirect social influences. Both are characretized more by faith than
by conviction and by wishful expectation rather than careful prediction or conse-
quences. The preference for one party rather than another must be highly similar to
the preference for one kind of Heerature or music rather than anather, and the choice
of the same political party every four years may be parallel to the choice of the same
old standards of conduct in new social situations. In shore, it appears that a sense of
fitness is a more striking feature of political preference than reason and calculation.

Requirements for the System

If the democratic system depended solely on the qualifications of the individual
voter, then it seems remarkable thar demaocracies have survived through the cen-
wuries, After examining the detailed data on how individuals misperceive political
reality or respond to irrelevant social influences, one wonders how a democracy
ever solves its political problems. Dur when one considers the dara in a broader
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perspective-—how huge segmenrs of the society adape to political conditions affect-
ing them or how the political system adjusts itself to changing conditions over forg
periods of time—he cannot fail to be impressed with the rotal result. Where the ra-
tional citizen seems to abdicate, nevertheless angels seem ro tread, . . .

That is the paradox. Individual vorers tocay seem unable to satisfy the require -
ments for a democratic system of government outfined by political theorists. But the
system of democracy docs meet certain requirements for a going political orpaniza-
tion. The individual metnbers may not meet all the standards, but the whole never-
theless survives and grows. This suggests that where the classic theory is defecrive is
i its concentration on the individual citizen. What are undervalued are cermain col-
lective propertics that reside in the electorare as a whole and in the political and
social system in which it functions.

The political phifosophy we have inherited, then, has given more cansidera.-
tion to the virtues of the typical citizen of the democracy than to the working of

the system as a whole. Marenver, when it dealt with the system, it mainly consid- -

ered the single constitutive institutions of the system, not those general features
necessaty if the institutions are to work. as required. For exarople, the rule of law,
fepresentative government, periodic elections, the party systemn, and the several
freedoms of discussion, press, association, and assembly have all been examined by
political philosophers seeking to clarify and to justify the ides of political democ-
racy. But liberal democracy is more than a political system in which individual
voters and political institutions operate. Fac political democracy to survive, other
features are required: the intensity of conflict must be limited, the rate of change
must be restrained, stability in the social and economic structure must be main-
taired, a phiralistic social organization must exist, and a basic consensus must bind
together the contending parries.

Such features of the system of political democracy belong neither to the con-
stitutive institutions nor to the individual voter. bt might be said that they form the
atmosphere or the environment in which both operate. In any case, such features
have not been carefully considered by politicat philosophers, and it is on these
broader properties of the demoeratic political system that more reflection and st wly
by political theory is called for. In the most tentative fashion let us explote the val-
ues of the political system, as they involve the electorare, in the light of the forego-
ing considerations.

Underlying the paradox is an assurnption that the popularion is homegeneous
socially and should be homopgeneous politically: that everybody is about the same
in relevant social characteristics; that, if something is a political victue (fike inter-
est in the election), then everyone should have it; that there is such a thing as “the”
typical citizen on whom uniform requireiments can be imposed. The tendency of
classic democratic literature to work with an image of “the” voter was never justi-
fied. For, as we will ateempr ro illustrate here, some of the most impostant Fequire-
ments that democratie values ipose On a system require a voting population that
is not homogeneous bur heterogeneous in its political qualities.

The need for heterageneity arises feom the contradictory functions we expect our
voting system to serve. We expect the pelitical system to adjust iself and our affairs
to changing conditions; yet we demand too thar it display a high degree of stability.
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We expect the contending interests ancl parties 1o pursue their ends vigorously and
the voters ta care; et after the election is over, we expect reconciliation. We expect
the voting outcome 1 serve what is best for the commitnity; vet we do not want dis-
interested voting unattached to the purposes and interests of different segiments of
chat community. We want vorers o express their own free and self-determined
choices; e, for the good of the community, we would like voters to avail themiselves
of the best information and guidance available from the groups and leaders around
chetn. We expect a high degree of rationality to prevail in the decision; but were all
irationality and mythology absent, and all ends putsued by the most coldly rational
celection of political means, itis doubtful if the system would hold together.

ln short, our electoral system calls for apparently incompatible properties—
which, although they cannot all reside in each individual voter, can {(and do) reside
in a heterogeneous electorate. What seems to be required of the electorare as a
whole is a distribution of qualities along mportant dimensions. We need some peo-
ple who are active in a certain respect, others in the middle, and still others passive.
The congradictory things we watit from the total require thiat the parts be different.
This can be iltustrated by taking up a number of important dimensions by which an
electorate might be characterized.

Involvement arid Indifference

How could a mass Jemocracy work if all the people were deeply involved in poli-
tics? Lack of interest by some people is not without its benefits, too. True, the highly
inferested vaters vote more, and know more about the campaign, and tead and lis-
teny mote, and participate more; however, they are also less open to persuasion and
fess likely to change. Extreme interest goes with extreme parcisanship and might
culmiriate ini rigid fanaticism that conld destroy demmocratic processes if generalized
thioughout the community. Low affect toward the election—not caring much—
underlies the resolution of many political problems; voles can be resolved into a
two-party splic instead of frapmented into many parties (the splinter parties of the
teft, for example, splinter hecause their advocates are too interested in politics).
i ow interest provides maneuvering room for political shifts necessary for a complex
society in a period of rapid change. Cempromise mi ght be based upon sophisticated
awareness of costs and returns—perhaps impossible to demand of a mass society—
but it is more often induced by indifference. Some people are and shonld be highly
iterested in politics, but not everyone s or needs to be. Only the docrrinaire would
deprecate the moderate indifference that facilitates compromise.

Hence, an important balance hetween action motivated by strong sentiments
and action with little passion behind it is obtained by heterogencity within the
electorate. Balance of this sort is, in practice, met by a distribution of votets rather
than by a homogeneaous collection of “ideal” citizens.

Stability and Flexibility

A similar dimension along which an electorate might be characterized is stability-
flexibility, The need for change and adaptation 1s cleat, and the need for stability
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ought equally to be (especially from observation of current democratic practice in,
say, certain Latin American countries). . . . [Ilt may be that the very people who
are most sensitive to changing social conditions are those most susceptible to polit-
ical change. For, in either case, the people exposed to membership in overlapping
strata, those whose former life-patrerns are being broken up, those who are mov-
ing about socially or physically, those who ate forming new families and new
friendships—ir is they who are open to adjustinents of attitudes and tastes. They
may be the least partisan and the least interested voters, but they perform a valu-
able function for the entive system. Here again is an instance in which an individ-
val “inadequacy” provides a positive service for society: The campaign can he a
reaffirming force for the seitled majority and a creative force for the unsettled mi-
nority. There is stabilivy on both sides and flexibility in the middle.

Progress and Conservation

Closely related to the guestion of stabiliry is the question of past versus future ori-
entation of the system. [n America a progressive outlook is highly valued, bur, at
the same time, so is a conservative one. Here a balance between the two is easily
found in the party system and in the distribuzion of voters themselves from extreme
conservatives to extreme liberals. But a balance between the two is also achieved
by a distribution of political dispositions through time. There are periods of great
policical agitation (i.c., campaigns) alternating with periods of political dormancy.
Paradoxically, the former—the campaign period—is likely to be an instrument of
conservatism, often even of historical regression. . . .

Again, then, a balance {(between preservation of the past and receptiviry o the
future) seems to be required of a democratic electorate. The heterageneous elec-
torate in itself provides a halance between liberalism and conservatis; and so does
the sequence of political events from periods of drifting change ro abrupt rallies
back to the loyalties of earlier years.

Consensus and Cleavage . . .

[T]here are required social consensus and cleavage—in effect pluralism—in poli-
tics. Such pluralism malkes for enough consensus to hold the system together and
enough cleavage to make it move. Too much consensus would be deadening and
restrictive of liberty; too much cleavage would be destructive of the socicry as a
whole, . .. Thus again a requirement we might place on an electoral system—
balance between total political war berween segments of the society and total
potitical indifference to group interests of that society—translates into varied re-
quirements for different individuals. With respect to group or bloc voting, as with
other aspects of political beliavion, it is perhaps not unfortunate that “some do
and some do not.”
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Individualism and Collectivism

Lord Bryce pointed out the difficultics ir: a theary of democracy that assumes that
each citizen roust himself be capable of voting intelligently:

Orthodox democratic theory assumes that every citizen has, or cught to have,
thought our for himself certain opinions, i.c., ought to have a definite view, defen-
sible by argurnent, of what the country needs, of what principles ought to be applied
in governing it, of the man to whose hands the government ought to be entrusted.
There ate persons who talk, though certainly very few who act, as if they believed
this theory, which may be compared to the theory of somne ultra-Protestants that
every pood Christian has or ought to have ... worked out for himsell from the
Bible a system of theology.

Iix the first place, however, the information available to the individual voter is not
limited to that directly possessed by him. True, the individual casts his own personal
pallot. But, as we bave tried to indicate . . . thatis perhaps the most individualized
acrion he takes in an election, His vote is formed in the midst of his fellows in a sort
of group decision—if, indeed, it may be called a decision at all—and the toral in-
formation and knowledge possessed in the group’s present and past generations can
he made available for the group’s choice. Here is where opinion-leading relation-
ships, for example, play an active role.

Sccond, and probably more important, the individual voter may not have a
great deal of detailed information, but he usually has picked up the crucial general
information as part of his social learning itself. He may not know the parties’ posi-
tion on the rariff, or who is for reciprocal trade rreaties, or what the differences on
Asiatic policy are, or how the pariies split on civil rights, or how many security risks
were exposed by whom, But he cannot live in an American community without
lenowing broadly where the parties stand. He has learned that the Republicans ave
imote conservative and the Democrats more liberal-—and e can Jocate his own sen-
fiments and case his vote accordingly. After all, he must vote for one or the other
party, and, if he knows the big thing about the parties, he does not need to know all
the little things. The basic role a party plays as an institution in American life is
more important to his voting than a particular stand on a particular issue.

It would be unthinkable to try to maintain our present ¢conomic style of life
without a complex system of detegating to others what we are not competent to do
ousselves, without accepting and giving training to each other about what each is
expected to do, without accepting our dependence on others in many spheres and
taking responsibility for their dependence on us in some spheres. And, like it or
Rot, to maintain our present political style of life, we may have to accept much the
same interdependence with others in collective vehavior. We have learned slowly
in economic life that it is useful not to have everyone a butcher or a baker, any
more than it is wseful to have no one skilled in such activities. The same kind of di-
vision of labor—as repugnant as it may be in some respects to our individualistic
tiadition—is serving us well today in mass politics. There is an implicit division of
political labor within the clectorate.
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