SECTION 3

sasic CO"CEPtS
o+ Democracy

Guiding Question

What are the basic concepts of
democracy? Use a concept web like
the one below to take notes on the
basic concepts of democracy.

Political Dictionary
® majority rule * free enterprise

®* compromise system

* citizen

Objectives

1. Understand the foundations of
democracy.

2. Analyze the connections between
democracy and the free enterprise
system.

Image Above: Chilcren gather to cal-
ebrate Fl;;q D;j/ in Naw York (’”y_
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hat do you make of this assessment of democracy by British st.aFesman
WIames Bryce: “No government demands so much from the citizen ag

Democracy, and none gives so much back”? What does democratic govern-
ment demand from you? What does it give you in return?

Foundations

Democracy is not inevitable. It does not exist in the United States simply
because Americans regard it as the best of all possible political systems. Rather,
democracy exists in this country because the American people believe in its
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basic concepts. It will continue to exist only for as long as we, the people, con- \a’

tinue to subscribe to and practice those concepts.

Sir Winston Churchill (1874-1965) once put the argument for democracy
this way: “No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise. Indeed, it
has been said that democracy is the worst form of government except all those
other forms that have been tried from time to time””

The American concept of democracy—what we beljeve democracy
means—rests on these basic notions:

1. Recognition of the fundamental worth and dignity of every person;
2. Respect for the equality of all persons;
3. Faith in majority rule and an insistence upon minority rights;
4. Acceptance of the necessity of compromise; and
5. Insistence upon the widest possible degree of individua] freedom;
Of course, these concepts can be worded in other ways. No matter what

the wording, however, they form the very minimum with which anyone who
professes to believe in democracy must agree.

WOnh of the Individual Democracy is firmly based upon a belief in the
fundamental importance of the individual. Each individual, no matter what his
or her station in life, is a separate and distinct being,
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This concept of the dignity and worth of
ihe individual is of overriding importance
- democratic Fhought. At various times, of
ourse, the welfare of one or a few individuals
. subordinated to the interests of the many
in a democracy. People can be forced to do
certain things whether they want to or not.
gxamples range from paying taxes to regis-
ering for the draft to stopping at a stop sign.

When a democratic society forces people
to pay a tax or obey traffic signals, it is serving
the interests of the many. However, it is not
simply serving the interests of the many who
as a mass of people happen to outnumber the
few. Rather, it is serving the many who, as
individuals, together make up that society.

The distinction we are trying to make
here between an individual and all individu-
als may be difficult to grasp. It is, however,
critically important to a real understanding
of the meaning of democracy.

Equality of All Persons Hand in hand
with the belief in the worth of the individual,
democracy stresses the equality of all indi-
viduals. It holds, with Jefferson, that “all men
are created equal”

Certainly, democracy does not imply an
equality of condition for all persons. Thus, it
does not claim that all are born with the same
mental or physical abilities. Nor does it hold

In Brown v. Board of
Education, (1954) the
Supreme Court ruled
that segregation denied
African Americans
equality guaranteed by
the Constitution and

the democratic system.
Arkansas fought the in-
tegration of its schools.
Elizabeth Eckford (inset)
Was one of nine African
Americans who enrolled
at Central High School
n Little Rock in 1957.
Below, seven of the students
“nown as the Little Rock Nine
St with Thurgood Marshall, who
arqued the case.

that all persons have a right to an equal share
of worldly goods.

Rather, the democratic concept of equal-
ity means that every person is entitled to (1)
equality of opportunity and (2) equality before
the law. That is, the democratic concept of
equality holds that no person should be held
back for any such arbitrary reasons as those
based on race, color, religion, or gender. It
states that each person must be free to develop
himself or herself as fully as he or she wishes
to, and that each person should be treated as
the equal of all other persons under the law.

We have come a great distance toward the
goal of equality for all in this country. It is clear,
however, that we are still a considerable distance
from a genuine, universally recognized and
respected equality for all of America’s people.

Majority Rule, Minority Rights In a
democracy, the will of the people and not
the dictate of the ruling few determines pub-
lic policy. But what is the popular will, and
how is it determined? Some device must
exist by which these crucial questions can
be answered. The only satisfactory device
democracy knows is that of majority rule.
Democracy holds that a majority will be right
more often than it will be wrong, and that the
majority will also be right more often than
any one person or small group will.

\/Ch'c kpoint

To what are citizens enti-
tied under the democratic
concept of equality?

subordinate

v. of lesser rank

arbitrary

adj. based on
unsupported opinion,
random choice

inevitable

agj. unavoidable, sure
to happen
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{ LET'S JUST ACCEPT THE FACT THAT THE ONLY WAY
| THIS ISGONNA BE A SUCCESS IS IF WE USE
\ A BITOF YOUR RECIPE AND A BITOF MINE

Democracy can be described as an experi-
ment or a trial-and-error process designed to
find satisfactory ways to order human relations.
Democracy does not dictate that the majority
will always arrive at the best decisions on public
matters. In fact, the democratic process is not
meant to come up with “right” or “best” answers.
Rather, the democratic process is a search for
satisfactory solutions to public problems.

Of course, in a democracy the majority’s
decisions will usually be more, rather than
less, satisfactory. Democracy does admit the
possibility of mistakes; there is the possibil-
ity that “wrong” or less satisfactory answers
will sometimes be found. Democracy also
recognizes that seldom is any solution to a
public problem so satisfactory that it cannot
be improved upon, and that circumstances
can change over time. So, the process of
experimentation, of seeking answers to pub-
lic questions, is a never-ending one.

Certainly, a democracy cannot work with-
out the principle of majority rule. Unchecked,
however, a majority could destroy its opposi-
tion and, in the process, destroy democracy
itself. Thus, democracy requires majority rule
restrained by minority rights. The majority
must always recognize the right of any minor-
ity to become, if it can by fair and lawful
means, the majority. The majority must always

¥ Analyzing Cartoons Who do the chefs
represent in this cartoon?
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be willing to listen to a minority’s argument, y,
hear its objections, to bear its criticisms, an ¢,
welcome its suggestions.

Necessity of Compromise In a democracy,
public decision making must be .]argely a matter
of give-and-take among the various competing
interests. It is a matter of compromise in order t,
find the position most acceptable to the largest
number. Compromise is the process of blending
and adjusting competing views and interests,

Compromise is an essential part of the
democratic concept for two major reasons,
First, remember that democracy puts the indi-
vidual first and, at the same time, insists that
each individual is the equal of all others. In
a democratic society made up of many indi-
viduals and groups with many different opin-
ions and interests, how can the people make
public decisions except by compromise?

Second, few public questions have only
two sides. Most can be answered in several
ways. Take the apparently simple question
of how a city should pay for the paving of
a public street. Should it charge those who
own property along the street? Or should the
costs be paid from the city’s general treasury?
Or should the city and the adjacent property
owners share the costs? What about those
who will use the street but do not live in the
city? Should they have to pay a toll?

Remember, compromise is a process, a
way of achieving majority agreement. It is
never an end in itself. Not all compromises
are good, and not all are necessary.

Individual Freedom It should be clear by
this point that democracy can thrive only in
an atmosphere of individual freedom. How-
ever, democracy does not and cannot insist
on complete freedom for the individual.
Absolute freedom can exist only in a state of
anarchy—the total absence of government.
Anarchy can only lead, inevitably and quickly,
to rule by the strong and ruthless,

Democracy does require that each indi-
vidual must be as free to do as he or she pleases
as far as the freedom of all will allow. Justice
Oliver Wendell Holmes once had this to say
about the relative nature of each individual’s
rights: “The right to swing my fist ends where
the other man’s nose begins.”
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Democracy and the Free
Enterprise System

e American  commitiment o freedom
tor the individual is deep rooted, and it 1y
as evident i the nationy economic aystem
as At iy in the political system, The Ameri
can avonomic system is often called the free
enterprise system, It is an economic aystem
Characterized by the private ownership of
capital goods; investiments made by private
Jdacision, not by government directive; and
success or fadlure determined by competi

ton i the marketplace, The free enterprise
svatem i based on four tundamental fa

tor private ownership, indiy wdual initative,
profit, and competition
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M Analyziowy Charts Many duties and responsibifities come with belng a
ctian Wiy mipght oheying the law De a duty rather than a responsibility?
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