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Preface

My biggest debts in connection with this work are to
Northeastern University, for the opportunity to teach
courses in political philosophy, and to the many students
who have taken these courses. The students in my Social
and Political Philosophy course in the winter quarter 1989
were especially helpful in giving me their reactions to an
early draft of this book. In addition, I received very help-
ful criticisms of earlier drafts from my friends and fellow
philosophers, Nelson Lande and John Troyer. I thank
them for their insights and their encouragement. Thanks,
too, to Ken King, former editor at Wadsworth; to Harvey
Cotton, Bill DeAngelis, Margaret Paternek, and Deborah
Welsh for their responses to the book; and to the manu-
script reviewers: Joseph M. Hazlett, II, University of Mis-
sissippi; Lawrence J. R. Herson, Ohio State University; and
Kerry Walters, Gettysburg College.

In preparing this revised edition, I have benefited
from comments by Bill DeAngelis and Margaret Holland,
from helpful discussions about Socrates with Michael
Meyer, from the support of Wadsworth’s Philosophy Edi-
tor Peter Adams, and from the reviewers who provided
feedback on the first edition of the book. I thank them all.

Finally, I thank my wife, Linda, and my children,
Michael and Sarah, for continuing to sustain me in the
most important ways. I dedicate this book to Michael and
Sarah in the hope that they will both benefit from and
contribute to a more just and peaceful world.
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Should We Consent
to Be Governed?

LIKE IT OR NOT, ALL OF US LIVE IN AND ARE AFFECTED BY THE
world of politics and government. It is no exaggeration to
say that since the development of nuclear weapons, the
lives of everyone on earth depend on the actions and deci-
sions of a small number of political leaders. Likewise,
through laws and policies that deal with virtually all areas
of public and private life, governments influence the
choices we make and the extent to which we can achieve
our personal goals. Even people with no knowledge or

interest in political issues are affected by political institu-

tions and political decisions. Politics and its effects are

inescapable.




Describing our situation in this way makes politics and
government sound rather bleak. Many people, however,
see political institutions as among the highest achieve-
ments of human beings. After all, political institutions
often make it possible for large numbers of people with
conflicting interests and ideals to live together peacefully.
This is no small achievement, and because of it, some peo-
ple believe that we have a duty to be actively interested in
and involved in the political process. So, for example,
when relatively few people vote in elections, we frequently
hear how bad it is that people don’t care enough about
politics to vote for candidates for office.

Personal Choices
and Political Philosophies

Even though the effects of political decisions and institu-
tions are inescapable, people do have a choice about their
personal involvement in politics. It is up to us to choose
the ways we think and feel about political institutions and
the ways in which we involve ourselves with them.
Thinking about these personal choices may lead us to
the kind of reflections that make up political philosophy.
If we want to know how we ought to relate to governments
and. politics, we need to think both about ourselves and
about governments. Here, as elsewhere, philosophical
thinking begins with personal concerns: What should you
or I do, think, and feel about governments and our rela-
tionship to them? The attempt to answer these personal

questions often leads to Eﬂnn general, philosophical ques-
tions: What is the nature of moﬁmgﬂmzﬁu What demands
can governments: mmmmﬁﬂ -.ﬂﬁmﬂ&i&ﬁﬁ citizens?
What kinds of duties do ir
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trivial nor purelyacademic. Their importance is indicated
by the fact that many people believe that citizens have a
duty to risk their lives for their country, and in fact many
people have both killed and been killed when their gov-
ernments have called on them to go to war. Even in peace-
ful times, all governments require some sacrifices—in the
form of taxation—by their citizens. Indeed, government
officials have extraordinary powers: They can send us to
fight in wars and take our money, and when we disagree
with their laws and policies, they can back them up with
the power of police forces and armies.

At the same time, governments can make us secure in
our homes, defend us against enemies and criminals, edu-
cate us, and provide us with food, shelter, and medical
care in times of need. Given the extensive and diverse
powers of governments and their impact on our lives, it is
not surprising that they inspire conflicting feelings, rang-
ing from devout patriotism to cynicism and hostility; from
“My country, right or wrong” to “Don’t tread on me.”

Another fact that leads people to reflect on their rela-
tionship to government is that governments claim to act
in the name of their citizens. In this way, they implicate us
in their actions and make us feel responsible for them. If
my government engages in worthwhile activities, using my
tax money and presenting itself to the world as my repre-
sentative, then I may take pride in its actions. However, if
my government, acting in my name and using funds that
I provide, acts in harmful, destructive, and immoral ways,
then I ' may feel ashamed of my involvement with it. Even
though you and I do not choose the policies of our gov-
ernment, as citizens we may feel responsible for them.

What, then, should our attitude be toward our own

government? In order to answer this question, we need to
know at least two things:

First, what are the general standards for judging gov-
ernments?

Second, what is the nature of the particular govern-
:= - ment under which we live?
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Chapter 1

Since this is a work of political philosophy, I will focus on
the first, more general question. I want to investigate how
we should think about governments in general, and when
we have worked this out, we can use these general con-
clusions to help guide our thinking about our own partic-
ular country. My hope is that the arguments and ideas in
this book will be helpful to thoughtful people who want to
form a clearer idea about their own duties and responsi-
bilities as citizens and as human beings.

What’s Ahead?
Four Political Outlooks

As a first step toward solving these problems, I want to

identify two related questions that articulate the concerns
I have raised in a clear and focused way. These are:

1. Is government power legitimate?

2. Do citizens have a moral obligation to obey the laws
that governments create?

My own thinking about these questions has led me to
identify four basic outlooks toward government. Each of
these views expresses a distinctive attitude toward govern-
ment and vgﬂamm answers to Enmn two _umm_n questions.
mﬁmmngmﬁ_ and critical nEmm:mr:u. Inan 1s a brief descrip-

tion of each view and the answers it gives to these two basic
questions.

Super Patriotism
Super patriotism is the view that government power is

legitimate and that citizens have a powerful ovrm..maaa to
obey governmental laws and directives. The saying “my

n.ugc.x. right or ,_ﬁdﬂm is Eowm_u_w the: most mmE_rE.
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Should We Consent to Be Governed?

should obey our government’s directives in an unques-
tioning spirit. This outlook is put forward by the Greek
philosopher Socrates in a dialogue called the Crito. That
dialogue, written by Plato after Socrates’ death, portrays
Socrates in prison, awaiting execution for the crimes of
corrupting the youth and preaching false religious doc-
trines. Since Socrates defended obedience to the law even
when it cost him his life, his story provides a powerful
depiction of the kind of political devotion that super patri-
ots think is appropriate.

Political Cynicism

Political cynics reject this kind of devotion to law and gov-
ernment as absurd. In their view, while governments claim
to act for the common good, they are in fact tools for serv-
ing the interests of those who hold power. Governments
are, in this view, a tool which some citizens use to exploit
others and to advance their own narrow interests.

This is a familiar view. People often see politicians as
out for themselves or as the tools of powerful interests
who use the law for their own private benefit. Even among
the ancient Greeks, there were people who held this view,
as we will see in examining the views of Thrasymachus, a
Greek thinker who plays a role in Plato’s Republic. The cyn-
ical view was also developed by Marxist thinkers like V. I.
Lenin, the Russian revolutionary who brought commu-
nism to wcmm_m and established the moﬂﬁ CEo:

Anarchism
Anarchists take seriously the cynical view of the nature of
government and have developed a comprehensive anti-
political philosophy. Anarchists put forward three radical
claims about governments and our relationship to them.
First, no governments are legitimate; second, no one has
a moral duty to obey the law; and third, human beings
would be better off if there were no governments at all.
Anarchists do not deny that governments often have

the power to force us to do what they want us to do, but
they n_mﬂw &ma such governmental power is ever legitimate.
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Chapter 1

While we don’t meet too many genuine anarchists in

everyday life, this view has been impressively defended by
some interesting thinkers. The contemporary American
philosopher Robert Paul Wolff developed a moral argu-

ment against government legitimacy while the Russian
anarchist Peter Kropotkin argued for the possibility of life
without government,

Critical Citizenship

The critical citizenship view does not give a simple, un-
equivocal answer to our questions about the legitimacy of
government and the duty to obey the law. Its advocates
claim that one cannot reasonably decide either that all
governments are legitimate or that none are. Neither is it
reasonable to think that we are always morally obligated
to obey the law or that we are never morally obligated to
do so.

According to people who hold the critical citizenship
view, some governments are legitimate and some are not,
and whether we are morally obligated to obey the law and
respect governmental authority depends on the features
of the particular government we are facing and the par-
ticular laws that we are being told to obey. So, sometimes
critical citizenship advocates favor obedience to laws, and
sometimes they favor disobedience. The American re-
former Martin Luther King, Jr. defended such a view in his
‘Letter from Birmingham Jail.” ===
- This view has a common sense appeal to it, but it is not
without its difficulties. After all, if each citizen has the right
to decide whether a law should be obeyed or not, that may
seem to be the equivalent of anarchism. Governments and
laws cannot survive if everyone simply does what he or she
thinks is best. Critics charge that that is the equivalent of
having no laws at all. They do not think that the kind of
middle ground that critical citizenship advocates attempt

to develop is actually coherent. For these critics, critical cit-
izenship is not a genuine option. The only choices, these

CIIticCs say, are super patriotism or anarchism. )

Should We Consent to Be Governed?

Making Our Own Choice

Each of these views has some plausibility. There are prob-
ably times when each of us agrees with the super patriot
and thinks that our country and its laws deserve our
unswerving support, even when we disagree with particu-
lar judgments or decisions. We think it is wrong when oth-
ers deny this and claim for themselves the right to decide
whether they should be subjected to rules that apply to
everyone. On other occasions, however, we may look dis-
trustfully at people in power and wonder whether they
care about our well-being at all. On such occasions, like
the cynic, we will think that we owe them neither respect
nor obedience. Or, like the anarchist, we may simply think
that we should do whatever we think is best and that we
have no reason to attach any special importance to laws
and governments. Finally, there are times when it seems
obviously correct, as the critical citizenship view says, that
under some circumstances people do owe allegiance and
obedience, while under other circumstances these are
inappropriate.

One reason for engaging in philosophical reflection
about these issues is to see whether we can arrive at one
consistent view, rather than simply having different and
conflicting views at different times. Since it is obviously
impossible for all of these views to be true, it would be

_good to know which of them provides the correct answer

to our questions.

It is possible, of course, that there is some view other
than the four I have considered that is the correct one. I
do not want to claim that these are the only possibilities.
However, these views seem to capture the main options
that are available. For example, if we ask whether govern-
ments ever have legitimate authority, there would appear
to be only a small set of possible answers. We can say “Yes,
they always do,” which is the answer of super patriotism, or
“No, they never do,” which is the answer of anarchists and
cynics. Or we can say “Sometimes they do, and sometimes
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Chapter 1

they don’t,” which is the answer of critical citizenship e S Rl R SR R R 2
advocates.

Likewise, if we ask whether citizens have a moral duty
to obey the law, there is a similar set of possible answers: i
“Yes, they have a duty always to obey” (as the super patri-
ots say), “No, they never have a duty to obey” (as anar-
chists and cynics claim), and “Sometimes they have a duty
to obey and sometimes not” (as advocates of critical citi-
zenship urge).

So only a small set of basic answers to these questions
is possible. Different thinkers will, of course, develop and
defend these views in their own individual ways, and I do
not want to deny that refinements and variations on these
outlooks are possible. Nonetheless, we can be confident
that no basic types of options are being omitted because
the four views cover the logically possible set of basic
answers to the questions we are considering.

Which of them, then, is the strongest and most rea-
sonable view? Which view should you or I adopt? In the
following chapters I will examine each of them and try to
answer these questions. I will describe each view in some
detail and try to present the most important reasons why
thoughtful people have found them plausible and attrac-
tive. Then, I will consider arguments against each view

- and try to assess how well it answers our basic questions
-about the relationship between citizens and governments.

Super Patriotism

I WANT TO BEGIN BY DESCRIBING A VIEW THAT THE GREEK
philosopher Plato articulates in a brief but powerful dia-
logue called the Crito. I begin here both because this work
is one of the earliest discussions of our problem and
because it expresses a strong view about citizenship in a

very vivid way.
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In this EE.F. Ewﬁo .anmnm_unmk a conversation between
Socrates and his friend Crito. Socrates has been convicted
by the Athenian court of preaching false doctrines about
the gods and corrupting the minds of the youth. He has
been sentenced to die and is awaiting execution in an
Athenian jail. As his execution date approaches, Crito urges

||||||||

Socrates to save his own life by escaping. Crito assures
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