Introduction to American Politics
Introductory Lecture
A BRIEF HISTORY OF POLITICAL REPRESENTATION

I. we begin with two fundamental concepts on which American government is based:

A. liberalism

B. representation

II. what is liberalism?

A. it is not the "L" word that Republicans denounce today

B. rather, it is a philosophy of social order that emerged in 17th-18th century Europe

C. fundamentally: it is a toleration of diversity

D. key points = 

1. assumes individuals know best what is right for them

2. assumes many, many types of behavior are equally legitimate

3. assumes that a strong government would interfere with the abilities of individuals to engage in these legitimate activities

4. therefore, believes that government should be limited if not downright weak

III. what is representation?

A. a type of government premised on liberalism

B. this is the type of government we have in the U.S.

C. etymologically

1. democracy is an old word

-IMPORTANT: in a democracy, the people rule and the government embodies the people

2. representation, on the other hand, is a relatively young word

-differs from the Greek concept of democracy in many ways 

a. citizens do not directly make the laws

b. a representative does not embody the people, he re-presents their wishes in government

c. hinges on the assumption that there are a diversity of interests in society

d. Greeks would have not accepted this as a good form of government 

e.  individual interests -Greeks more concerned with good of the whole

IV. question: how did Greek notion of democracy evolve into modern notion of representation

A. believed that man is naturally a political animal (politikon zoon)

B. as such, his natural habitat is the city - not a noble savage in the wilderness, but a citizen in civil society

C. basic question for Greeks = how ought man to order his life in the city to be most fully human?

D. answer = unselfish government, where all work for the common good of society as a whole

1. ideally, Plato thought this entailed some version of communism (involving the sharing of almost all property) and Aristotle thought it entailed reliance

on enlightened philosopher-kings

2. in practice, both called for a government of active citizens who shared the responsibility of governing

E. important --- no explicit representation of interests

F. this vision of society was possible because:

1. citizenship was limited (only free, native-born,  property-owning males qualified)

2. society was largely homogenous

V. Greek concept prevailed in much of western Europe through the Middle Ages

A. shored-up by

1. divine right of kings (anointed by God in the great chain of being)

2. solidarity of the Catholic Church

3. large armies

4. the limited information available to most people

B. began to break down as the Dark Ages lifted around 1500

1. society was becoming more diversified ... for a variety of reasons

2. economic order was collapsing as feudalism was being replaced by nascent forms of capitalism (new sources of wealth challenged existing order; new, powerful classes emerge)

3. primacy of Catholic Church challenged by the emergence of Protestantism during the Reformation, which begins in the early 1500s (Martin Luther, et al)

4. more power becomes available to individuals via development of gun powder, printing presses, more widely available education

C. in short, the consensus that had underpinned European society since the time of the Greeks collapsed

VI. liberalism provided that basis

A. one of liberalism's earliest and most important advocates was Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679)

1. Hobbes had three important characteristics

-he was a materialist --- he liked his property and he wanted it protected

-he was a pessimist --- he believed most men were fundamentally evil

-he was a coward --- he spent much of his life on the run from his many enemies

2. Hobbes' goal = justify a strong, authoritarian state that could protect his life and property

3. that was difficult because he had such a low opinion of mankind, whom he saw as animal-like, driven by lusts and desires:

"there is a general inclination of all mankind, a perpetual and restless desire of power that ceaseth only in death"

-impossible to create the kind of good, altruistic, noble citizens that Aristotle envisioned

4. Hobbes, however, was very bright and developed another justification for the state - based on man's innate evil character: the state of nature

5. unlike the ancient Greeks, Hobbes argued that humans originally existed in a state of nature, outside the bounds of civil society

a. in the state of nature, man's desires are uncontrolled

b. there is no right to life or property

c. there are no laws, no rules --- it is "a state of perpetual war" of all against all

d. life in the state of nature is "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short"

6. Hobbes used the horrors of the state of nature to justify a strong state (which he called "Leviathan")

a. rationale is that any government is better than life in the state of nature

b. government's role = maintain peace and order, protect property, allow people to pursue desires only within the realm of law

7. problem = how to get people to agree to support Leviathan

a. incentive = fear of nature/death

b. mechanism = social contract; independent individuals contract with each other to form a civil society and come out of the state of nature, giving up some rights in order to have others protected

c. government of natural order replaced by government founded upon consent of the governed

8. introduces notion of representation

a. government represents the authority of the people

B. John Locke (1632-1704) provided the intellectual bridge from Hobbes to the American Revolution

1. Locke is similar to Hobbes

a. places man originally in the state of nature, where life is shitty

b. argues that man emerges from the state of  nature to form civil society via the social contract

2. a critical difference, however

a. in Locke's state of nature, man has some natural rights: life, liberty and property

b. therefore, while life in the state of nature is bad, it is not the worst of all possible worlds

c. as a result, Locke advocated a more limited government than "Leviathan"

3. this provides intellectual basis for revolution

a. if government abuses the rights that men have in the state of nature, that government is less desireable than the state of nature

b. revolution is justified to nullify the social contract and protect fundamental rights

c. Jefferson had read and understood Locke; the opening lines of the Declaration of Independence owe much to Locke:

"We hold these truths to be self-evident: That all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that, to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed; that whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it...."

4. for Locke, government is an umpire, not a Leviathan

a. it should not represent the authority of the people,

b. rather it should represent and protect their diverse interests and individual rights
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