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The private citizen today has come to feel
rather like a deaf spectator in the back row, who
ought to keep his mind on the mystery off there, but
cannot quite manage to keep awake. He knows he is
somehow affected by what is going on. Rules and
regulations continually, taxes annually and wars
occasionally remind himthat he is being swept along
by great drifts of circumstance.

Yet these public affairs are in no convincing
way his affairs. They are for the most part invis-
ible. They are managed, if they are managed at all,
at distant centers, from behind the scenes, by un-
named powers. As a private person he does not know
for certain what is going on, or who is doing it, or
where he is being carried. No newspaper reports
his environment so that he can grasp it; no school
has taught him how to imagine it; his ideals, often,
do not fit with it; listening to speeches, uttering
opinions and voting do not, he finds, enable him to
governit. He lives in a world which he cannot see,
does not understand and is unable to direct.

In the cold light of experience he knows that
his sovereignty is afiction. He reignsin theory, but
in fact he does not govern....

* * *

It is well known that nothing like the whole
people takes part in public affairs. Of the eligible
voters in the United States less than half go to the
polls even in a presidential year. During the cam-
paign of 1924 a special effort was made to bring out
more voters. They did not come out. The
Constitution, the nation, the party system, the
presidential succession, private property, allwere
supposed to be in danger. One party prophesied red
ruin, another black corruption, a third tyranny and
imperialism if the voters did not go to the polis in
greater numbers. Half the citizenship was un-
moved.

The students used to write books about vot-
ing. They are now beginning to write books about
nonvoting. At the University of Chicago Professor
Merriam and Mr. Gosnell have made an elaborate
inquiry into the reason why, at the typical Chicago
mayoral election of 1923, there were, out of

1,400,000 eligible electors, only 900,000 who
registered, and out of those who registered there
were only 723,000 who finally managed to vote.
Thousand of persons were interviewed. About 30
percent of the abstainers had, or at least claimed to
have had, an insuperable difficulty about going to
the polls. They were ill, they were absent from the
city, they were women detained at home by a child or
an invalid, they had had insufficient legal residence.
The other 70 percent cent, representing about half
a million free and sovereign citizens of this Repub-
lic, did not even pretend to have a reason for not
voting, which, in effect, was not an admission that
they did not care about voting. They were needed at
their work, the polls were crowded, the polls were
inconveniently located, they were afraid to tell
their age, they did not believe in woman suffrage,
the husband objected, politics is rotten, elections
are rotten, they were afraid to vote, they did not
know there was an election. About a quarter of those
who were interviewed had the honesty to say they
were wholly uninterested.

"....At the root of the effort to educate a
people for self-government there has, |
belleve, always been the assumption that
the voter should aim to approximate as
nearly as he canthe knowledge and the point
of view of the responsible man. He did not,
of course, Iin the mass, ever approximate it
very nearly. But he was supposed to."”

* * *

There is then nothing particularly new in
the disenchantment which the private citizen ex-
presses by not voting at all, by voting only for the
head of the ticket, by staying away from the prima-
ries, by not reading speeches and documents, by the
whole list of sins of omission for which he is
denounced. | shall not denounce him further. My
sympathies are with him, for | believe that he has
been saddled with an impossible task and that he is
asked to practice an unattainable ideal. | find it so
myself for, although public business is my main
interest and | give most of my time to watching it, |
cannot find time to do what is expected of me in the
theory of democracy; that is, to know what is going
on andto have an opinion worth expressing on every
question which confronts a self-governing commu-
nity. And | have not happened to meet anybody, from
a President of the United States to a professor of
political science, who came anywhere near to em-
bodying the accepted idea of the sovereign and omni-
competent citizen.
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* % *

....Atthe root of the eftortto educate a people
for self-government there has, | believe, always
been the assumption that the voter should aim to
approximate as nearly as he can the knowledge and
the point of view of the responsible man. He
did not, of course, in the mass, ever approximate it
very nearly. But he was supposed to. It was
believed that if only he could be taught more facts,
if only he would take more interest, if only he would
read more and better newspapers, if only he would
listen to more lectures and read more reports, he
would gradually be trained to direct public affairs.
The whole assumption is false. It rests upon afalse
conception of public opinion and a faise conception
of the way the public acts. No sound scheme of civic
education can come of it. No progress can be made
toward this unattainable ideal.

This democratic conception is false because
it fails to note the radical ditference between the
experience of the insider and the outsider; it is
fundamentally askew because it asks the outsider to
deal as successfully with the substance of a question
as the insider. He cannot do it. No scheme ot
education can equip him in advance for all the
problems of mankind; no device of publicity, no
machinery of enlightenment, can endow him during
a crisis with the antecedent detailed and technical
knowledge which is required for executive action.

The democratic ideal has never defined the
function of the public. It has treated the public as an
immature, shadowy executive of all
things....Democracy, therefore, has never devel-
oped an education for the public. It has merely given
it a smattering of the kind of knowledge which the
responsible manrequires. It has, infact, aimed not
at making good citizens but at making a mass of ama-
teur executives. It has nottaught the child how to act
as a member of the public. it has merely given him
a hasty, incomplete taste of what he might have to
know if he meddled in everything....The public at
large, which includes everybody outside the field of
his own responsible knowledge, has had no coherent
political training of any kind. Our civic education
does not even begin to tell the voter how he can
reduce the maze of public affairs to some intelli-
gible form.

* k *

....A century ago the model of popular gov-
ernment was the self-sufficing township in which
the voters’ opinions were formed and corrected by

talk with their neighbors. They might entertain
queer opinions about witches and spirits and foreign
peoples and other worlds. But about the village
itself the facts were not radically in dispute, and
nothing was likely to happen that the elders could
not with a little ingenuity bring under a well-
known precedent of their common law.

But under absentee government these
checks upon opinion are lacking. The consequences
are often so remote and long delayed that erroris not
promptly disclosed....

"The democratic ideal...has, in fact, aimed
not at making good citizens but at making a
mass of amateur executives. It has not
taught the child how to act as a member of
the public. It has merely given him a hasty,
incomplete taste of what he might have to
know If he meddled in everything...."

* * *

A centralized society dominated by the fic-
tion that the governors are the spokesmen of a
common will tends not only to degrade initiative in
the individual but to reduce to insignificance the
play of public opinion. For when the action of a
whole people is concentrated, the public is so vast
that even the crude objective judgments it might
make on specific issues cease to be practicable. The
tests indicated...by which a public might judge the
workability of a rule or the soundness of a new
proposal have littie value when the public runs into
millions and the issues are hopelessly entangled
with each other. Itisidle under such circumstances
to talk about democracy, or about the refinement of
public opinion. With such monstrous complications
the public can do little more than at intervals to
align itself heavily for or against the régime in
power, and for the rest to bear with its works,
obeying meekly or evading, as seems most conven-
ient....

* *x *

| have no legislative program to offer, no
new institutions to propose. There are, | believe,
immense confusions in the current theory of de-
mocracy which frustrate and pervert its action. |
have attacked certain of the confusions with no
conviction except that a false philosophy tends to
stereotype thought against the lessons of experi-
ence. | do not know what the lessons will be when we
have learned to think of public opinion as it is, and
not as the fictitious power we have assumed it to
be....
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