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by page. On many systems, push-
ing the ALT and L keys simulta-
neously will send everything to the
printer from that point on (press
the same keys again to turn off the
printer dump). You may want to
download the briefing to a disc for
further analysis.

Task 3: Analysis.

After reading the briefing, answer
the questions outlined at the outset
of this exercise. Write your results
in a brief paper. Where appropri-
ate, include direct quotes from both
the articles and the briefing.
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Teaching About American Democracy Through Historical Cases

Sheldon Appleton, Oakland University

P ublic reaction to "Whitewater"
should remind us how fragmentary
most citizens' understanding of
American democracy is. How does
Whitewater differ from Iran-Con-
tra? From Watergate? From other
less famous events in our country's
political history? Just what was it
that Richard Nixon did that led to
his resignation under threat of im-
minent impeachment? Why wasn't
Ronald Reagan impeached, too?
What kind of findings in the White-
water investigation would warrant
the initiation of impeachment pro-
ceedings against Bill Clinton?

Not only the general public, but
our students as well, have great
difficulty coming up with a consis-
tent set of answers to these ques-
tions, as most of those who have
taught the introductory American
government course can attest. De-
spite excellent discussions of the
meanings of democracy in many
introductory texts, a good number
of students still cannot deal with
these questions after completing
the course, or even in some cases
after completing a major in political
science!

My experience has been that the
most effective way for students to
gain an understanding of democ-
racy in the real world is to supple-

ment their readings in democratic
theory with cases. These cases re-
quire them to build and use theo-
ries to make determinations about
which polities are "democratic"
and which sets of decisions or poli-
cies have been made "democrati-
cally." How do we know that the
political systems of the United
States and Great Britain are "dem-
ocratic," while those of, say, Iraq,
the People's Republic of China or
pre-Aristide Haiti are not? (Many
students respond not by applying
the "principles" of democracy out-
lined in their readings or in class,
but via comparison with the United
States. The more like our own a
political system is seen to be, the
more likely students are to consider
it "democratic." For this reason,
some first-year students may even
be a bit skeptical of parliamentary
systems.) The idea is to get stu-
dents to develop sets of criteria
that allow them both to begin to
make such discriminations and to
gain a fuller understanding of the
meanings of democracy in practice.

Over many years of trial and er-
ror, I have found a number of
cases or class exercises to be most
useful in helping students learn to
make these discriminations and
gain this understanding. At the

most elementary level, in the intro-
ductory American government
course, a simple exercise is intro-
duced early in the semester, just
after students have read the chap-
ters on democracy or ideologies
and on the Constitution. Students
are assigned to read the U.S. Con-
stitution and to write a few para-
graphs on whether they believe that
document as originally written—
including the Bill of Rights, but no
subsequent amendments—is "dem-
ocratic," and why. The students
are asked also whether the Consti-
tution today is more or less "demo-
cratic" than the original version,
and why. This calls their attention
to the changes which have taken
place over the past 200 years and
perhaps also to the need to have
criteria beyond just "being like the
U.S."

The students are then divided
into small groups (of about eight)
where they spend a class session
discussing this issue. The instructor
roves from group to group, listen-
ing, and occasionally commenting
on what is said. Each group is
asked to try to come to agreement
on these questions and to state
what they have agreed on a large
index card. In small classes, or in
those where assistants are avail-
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able, each student's brief essay is
returned with comments and
counted as a small part of a class
participation grade. In large classes,
a record is kept merely of whether
or not the assignment was handed in.

In their group discussions, many
students say that the eighteenth-
century version of the Constitution
was democratic, because it pro-
vided for free elections. Others
point out that the document implic-
itly accepted the institution of sla-
very and permitted restriction of
the electorate by the states to a
minority of the population. A com-
mon response to this objection is
that the U.S. was "democratic for
its time." As noted above, some
simply identify democracy as the
American way: whatever the United
States did or does is "democratic."

During the following class ses-
sion, I critique the discussion, call-
ing attention to obvious inconsis-
tencies, responding to students'
questions and attempting to differ-
entiate the various approaches to
defining democracy which the stu-
dents—and political theorists—have
proposed. Hearing the students'
conversations and reading some or
all of their brief essays helps enor-
mously in targeting my remarks to
that particular class.

There is rarely time in the intro-
ductory course to go beyond this
exercise. In smaller, upper level
courses, however, the opportunities
are many. With about 20-30 stu-
dents enrolled, my practice has
been to create four or five groups
of five to six students. After a lec-
ture introducing the case and pos-
ing and framing the questions to be
dealt with, each group is given
about two weeks of class time to
produce a group paper of about
1,000-1,200 words. (In fact, most
students spend many hours of time
meeting outside of class to work on
these assignments.)

Again, the instructor moves from
group to group listening and occa-
sionally commenting. Readings,
often including original source ma-
terials (see below), are assigned
from a coursepack designed by the
instructor and vary from about 30
to 100 pages per case. Group mem-
bers receive a common grade for
this paper—which alarms some; but

each student is also evaluated sepa-
rately for her or his contribution to
the group's work. (Students are
asked to specify in writing who did
what.) These two grades combined
count about as much as those for
the mid-term exam.

On the last day allotted for the
case, each group submits its paper
at the start of the class, and then
takes its turn summarizing and de-
fending—in about ten minutes—the
position it has taken. (This dialogue
can become extremely lively when,
as often happens, different groups
have taken opposing positions.) In

Despite excellent
discussions of the
meanings of democracy
in many introductory
texts, a good number of
students still cannot deal
with these questions after
completing the course, or
even in some cases after
completing a major in
political science!

groups which cannot reach agree-
ment, individuals or sub-groups are
invited to submit dissenting papers.
After hearing these colloquies and
reading the papers submitted, I use
one more class session to try to
advance the analyses the students
have presented, deal with disagree-
ments and inconsistencies and rein-
force what I hope have been the
concepts and skills learned.

Exams for these courses always
include a brief (two- to- four-page)
fictional case that calls for the stu-
dents to display the conceptual
clarity and analytical skills the cases
are designed to teach.

A useful case to begin with in-
volves the Louisiana Purchase. As
documented in Graber (1968), Pres-
ident Thomas Jefferson regularly
acted secretly, withheld relevant
information from both the public

and the Congress, and presented
the Senate with a. fait accompli. He
himself believed that he may have
exceeded his authority under the
Constitution, an opinion apparently
shared by no less an authority on
the document than his Secretary of
State, James Madison.

This case is worthy of consider-
ation for a number of reasons. Un-
like Whitewater, for example, it
happened too long ago to engage
any partisan biases the students
may have. It involves one of the
most revered figures in American
history, himself a founder and au-
thor of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence. Could such a man act un-
democratically? What electorate
chose Jefferson? Who represented
the interests of the inhabitants of
the Louisiana territory?

Best of all, this case raises an
issue unimaginable to many stu-
dents: can the "undemocratic" ac-
tion be the "right" one? Can it be
that Jefferson acted "undemocrati-
cally," but that, in the circum-
stances, the acquisition of Louisi-
ana was sufficiently critical to the
development of the nation that it
was worth some departure from
democratic principles? (Indeed, this
may have been Jefferson's view.)
What are the costs of such depar-
tures?

My experience has been that stu-
dents will resist ferociously accept-
ing the possibility that there can be
a conflict between "democracy"
and "rightness" ("morality?").
Many argue, instead, that Jeffer-
son's actions must have been
"democratic" because they were
"right" or in the national interest.
Students are assigned to discuss
both whether they believe Jefferson
acted "democratically" and what
they would have done in his place.

Another stimulating case in-
volves tracking the policies of
Franklin D. Roosevelt in the years
prior to Pearl Harbor. In this case,
some early survey data are avail-
able to provide clues about the
preferences of "the people" on
questions relating to American in-
volvement in the early years of
World War II. These help to raise
issues about the relationship of
public opinion to "democracy" (as
well as, if you wish, about the rela-
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tionship between poll results and
public opinion). Students' notions
of "democracy" usually involve
the criterion of carrying out the will
of the people. This case helps them
to understand that it isn't always
easy to know what the "will of the
people" is, or to carry it out when
we do know. The advisability (and
feasibility) of government by opin-
ion poll may be discussed here.

The case also raises questions of
manipulation of public opinion
through withholding information
and providing misleading informa-
tion. For example, Roosevelt re-
ported German submarine attacks
on the U.S. destroyers Kearney
and Reuben James without men-
tioning that at the time of the at-
tacks, the U.S. ships were report-
ing the subs' positions to nearby
British ships. (See Russett 1972 and
Page and Shapiro 1992 for discus-
sions which make usable readings
for classroom packets on this case.)

Helpfully, an election was held in
the middle of the period under con-
sideration, during which Roosevelt
made such statements as: "Your
boys are not going to be sent into
any foreign wars." To what extent,
if any, do such statements invali-
date the legitimation conferred by
the elections that are part of almost
every student's criteria for "de-
mocracy"? Finally, the issue of
"democracy" versus "morality" is
raised again. We know the Nazis
were "bad guys." Since Roosevelt
was convinced it was right and in
the best interests of the nation to
fight them, as most students will
believe it was, would it have been
moral for him to follow public sen-
timent to stay out of the war? What
are the parameters separating
"democratic" leadership from "un-
democratic" manipulation?

The assignment in this case is to
decide how "democratic" FDR's
actions were over this period, and
to try to state what it was that the
public wanted and how well
Roosevelt's and the Congress's ac-
tions corresponded to public prefer-
ences. Students are also asked
whether it is more important for a
president to do what he or she be-
lieves the people want in a case
such as this, or what he or she be-
lieves to be in the national interest

whether the public seems to agree
or not. Considering these questions
also offers a good opportunity for
discussing Page and Shapiro's the-
sis that, given correct information,
collective public responses to pol-
icy issues are rational. After re-
viewing the facts and available sur-
vey data from this and subsequent
cases, do the students agree?

These are difficult questions. I
suggest to the students that they
may wish to begin by developing in
their small group discussions a ba-
sic definition of "democracy."
What are the rock bottom require-
ments for a system or set of poli-
cies to be appropriately called
"democratic"? The students are
warned that a definition based on
criteria that would almost always
or almost never be met in the real
world will not be helpful to them.
For instance, a definition which
called only for elections to be held
would permit Stalinist Russia or the
old white South African regime to
be called "democratic." On the
other hand, requiring that every
resident have equal weight in the
making of all governmental deci-
sions would disqualify all political
systems above a minimal size. I
have found that it may take hours
of discussion, puzzlement, and oc-
casional despair for groups of half a
dozen students—most of them ma-
jors—to come up with an even min-
imally workable definition.

The World War II case can be
used to segue quite naturally to one
reviewing how Lyndon Johnson
conducted U.S. involvement in
Vietnam, starting with the Gulf of
Tonkin incident (linked with the
Kearney and Reuben James inci-
dents by Russett among others).
The Tonkin resolution also raises
the issue of Congressional author-
ity. Survey data on U.S. policy
during the war in Vietnam is quite
voluminous (Mueller 1973, 1984;
Mayer 1992; Page and Shapiro
1992) and can be used to make
many arguments about public sup-
port—or lack of support—for the
policies followed.

Discussion can be renewed about
the difficulty of knowing what "the
people" want, the methodological
problems involved in polling, the
possibilities of discontinuity be-

tween what the public may want
and what it is possible to achieve,
about manipulation of opinion
through withholding information
and even providing "information"
known to be false, and about the
boundaries between manipulation
and leadership. In addition, there is
an opportunity to study the effec-
tiveness of a protest movement
thought by some to have been
counterproductive (Mueller 1984)
and by others to have been an im-
portant factor in ending U.S. in-
volvement (Page and Shapiro 1992).

Here again, the assignment in-
cludes whether the president acted
"democratically," what it was that
the public wanted, and how closely
Johnson's and the Congress's ac-
tions corresponded to the public's
preferences. If there is time, ques-
tions can be added about the effec-
tiveness of the protest movement
and perhaps how it might have
been made more effective. (The
Louisiana Purchase, World War II,
and Vietnam cases complement one
another and may also usefully be
pursued together.)

Then, of course, there is Richard
Nixon and Watergate. Here stu-
dents need to be asked whether or
not they would have voted to im-
peach Nixon, and why? This raises
the slippery question of what con-
stitutes an "impeachable" offense.
The most frequent student response
is that the president broke the law,
the implicit accusation Nixon de-
fended himself against with his
famous statement that he was "not
a crook." This offers the opportu-
nity to impress upon students the
distinction between ordinary and
constitutional law, and the impor-
tance of the concept of limited
government.

Lyndon Johnson, when presi-
dent, was caught driving above the
speed limit. Clearly he "broke the
law." Yet students readily agree
that it would have been absurd to
impeach him for this. Or, suppose
a president were to be found, in the
fashion of the moment, to have em-
ployed a housekeeper without pay-
ing social security taxes? Appar-
ently, this disqualifies people for
Cabinet appointments, but is it
grounds for impeachment as well?
Or suppose a president were caught
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shoplifting some small item, or as
has sometimes been charged,
cheating on an income tax return?
Would any of these be grounds for
impeachment?

In addition to references to the
case of Andrew Johnson, Water-
gate invites comparison with the
Iran-Contra episode (Schudson
1992). I have found it most useful
to pair the Iran-Contra case with
one involving President Harry Tru-
man's dismissal of General Douglas
MacArthur. Each of these histori-
cal episodes involves the firing of a
military officer by a president, al-
beit under very different circum-
stances. In each case, the military
"hero" fared very well in public
support, at least at first, and the
president's popularity nosedived.
MacArthur, of course, posed a bu-
reaucratic-political challenge to
Truman, rather than a legal or con-
stitutional one. Both officers main-
tained that they followed what they
understood to be the orders of their
presidents. Both had or developed
political ambitions. In both in-
stances, Congressional hearings
and memoirs of the dramatis perso-
nae provide fine case materials
(U.S. House of Representatives
Select Committee to Investigate
Covert Arms Transactions with
Iran 1988; U.S. Senate Committees
on Armed Services and Foreign
Relations 1951; MacArthur 1964;
North 1992; Reagan 1990; Truman
1956). In the Iran-Contra case, the
report of the special prosecutor is
an excellent resource (Walsh 1994).

Questions that can be put to stu-
dents in these cases include
whether the presidents had the
right to dismiss the military offic-
ers; whether they acted "democrat-
ically" in doing so; whether they,
the students, would have done so
had they been president and why.
Students are also asked what they
would have done if they had been
MacArthur or North, believing that
the policies they advocated were
the best way to defend the interests
of their country against Communist
enemies. Among the information
provided to the students should be
opinion survey results showing that

the public supported MacArthur's
suggestions that the Korean War be
expanded, but opposed both the
hostage trade and U.S. military
support of the contras (Page and
Shapiro 1992). Does this influence
the students' view of what was the
"democratic" course of action in
each case? Should it?

Finally, students' understanding
of the meaning of American democ-
racy can be enhanced by the study
and analysis of national elections.
Generally, I use the two most re-
cent presidential campaigns (using
the accounts in the special election
issues of Newsweek plus selections
from Abramson, Aldrich, and Roh-
de 1994).

The 1988 election draws attention
to negative campaigning (Willie
Horton et. al.), "valence" issues
(e.g., the pledge of allegiance), and
the electoral implications of divided
outcomes for Congress and the
presidency. The 1992 campaign fea-
tures a three-cornered race with a
president elected by less than 40%
of the voters and only about a fifth
of the eligible electorate—and with-
out enthusiasm even by some of
these. What do these outcomes tell
us about "democracy"? How
"democratic" is this system? Real-
istically, could it be made more
democratic? How? Are other na-
tional political systems more "dem-
ocratic"? Was the U.S. political
system more "democratic" at some
time in the past—as the slogan
"take back the system" suggests?
If so, when and why?

Of course, students will not
come up with definitive answers to
these questions, any more than po-
litical scientists have. But coping
with them and discussing them with
peers seems likely to make them
more sophisticated citizens, more
likely than when they entered our
classrooms to understand when
cherished American political values
are threatened.
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