
CALHOUN AND CONCURRENT IvlAJORlTY; AN 

ANALYSIS OF CONFLICT 

by 

CYNTHIA L. SLAUGHTER, B.A. 

A THESIS 

IN 

POLITICAL SCIENCE 

Subraitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Tech University in 

Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

Approved 

Accepted 

Hay, 197 8 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

My sincere thanks go to Professor William E. Oden 

for his direction in the preparation of this thesis, and 

to Professors Murray C. Havens and Clarke Cochran for 

their assistance. I would also like to express apprecia

tion to my husband and faraily, whose patience and under

standing made this project possible, along wich Mr. Frank 

Simpson and Mrs. Bebe Cyphers whose suggestions were of 

great assistance. 

11 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ii 

CHAPTER 

I. INTRODUCTION 1 

II. AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE ON CALHOUN'S 

THEORY 8 

The Influence of John Locke 8 

The Incorporation of Locke's Principles 

into the American Political System 11 
The Nature of the Contest—Who 
Shall Judge? 13 

The Absence of Groups in Early American 
Political Thought 20 

III. THE POLITICAL THEORY OF JOHN C. CALHOUN: 
A SUMMATION 2 5 

Calhoun's Break with the Contract 

Theorists 25 

Calhoun's Belief in Constitutionalism 29 

Inadequacy of the Constitution as a 

Check Against the Numerical Majority 33 

Description of Concurrent Majority 34 

The Problem of Procedural Application 37 

IV. NEO-CALHOUNISM: AN APPLICATION TO GROUP 

THEORY 4 6 
Origins of Group Theory: 

Classic Pluralism 47 

Description of Group Theory 50 

The Neo-Calhounist Application of 

Group Theory 56 
• a • 

111 



V. A CRITIQUE OF CONCURRENT I4AJ0RITY AS 

A MODERN DESCRIPTIVE TOOL 71 

Misinterpretation of the Veto 71 

New Interpretation of Concurrent 
Majority Ignores Different Nature 

of Conflicts Then and Now 75 

VI. CONCLUSION 89 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 96 

IV 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Does the majority have a right to impose its will on 

the minority? The issue of majority will and minority rights 

has been long debated by political philosophers. Robert Dahl 

tells us that rule by the majority cannot exist without limi

tations. John Locke assumed the superior moral capacity of 

majorities who naturally accepted and applied objective moral 

standards. Thus Locke v/as able to compromise the perpetual 

2 

conflict between minority rights and majority rule. But it 

was the desire of John C. Calhoun to inhibit the "tyranny 

of the majority" by replacing it with a constitutionally 

imposed system of concurrent majority. His system would 

give to major interests "injuriously affected" by federal 

policies a veto of those policies. 

In constructing his theory, Calhoun repudiated the the

ory of natural rights which had been, up to his time, the 

traditional intellectual foundation of American political 

thought.. He erected a social state as his "state of nature" 

and bestowed on the community the discretion of defining 

"rights." His efforts, like those of all important theo-

ri.btp,, were a a csponse to the situation confronting him. 

Calhoun composed his theory with an almost unassailable 



logic. He was the undisputed spokesman of Southern minority 

interests, and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. called him the 
3 

"supreme intelligence among the statesmen of his day." 

After the Civil War the reputation of Calhoun declined, and 

by the beginning of the twentieth century the Southern 

Senator had lost practically all relevance for living Amer

icans. Suddenly, in the 1940's and 1950's Calhoun's repu

tation began to revive, and there began what Richard Current 
4 

calls the "neo-Calhounism of the twentieth century." The 

thrust of this movement was the argument that Calhoun's 

theory of concurrent majority, although constitutionally 

rejected, had become the extra-legal operating principle of 

American politics. Furthermore, the neo-Calhounists attrib

ute to Calhoun a view of society in which group conflict 

affords the basis of political reality in their society. 

While the concept of group conflict is probably one of 

the most useful descriptive tools available for explaining 

political and social conflict, this work will seriously 

question the neo-Calhounist hypothesis and attempt to demon

strate that the majority principle, whatever its alterations, 

is still the working principle of American politics. 

A basic conceptual problem of the neo-Calhounists stems 

from a mis-reading of the nature of conflict as it existed 

in Calhoun's time. Because of an historical development 

which gave geographical sections in antebellum America a 



unified economic and political interest, a comparison of 

the nature of conflict then and conflict now is difficult 

to make. A.s early as 1787, Madison noted the difficulties 

in reconciling the economic differences of the North and 

South. These conflicts, arising from climatic differences, 

economic pursuits and labor differences, were temporarily 

solved by establishing a limited Union government and by 

5 

agreeing upon a sectional balance in the Senate. As the 

North increased in population and wealth by means of indus

trial and commercial capitalism, it sought more political 

power. Yet the South was able to protect itself for some 

time through the framework of the Union. For a time 

Madison's belief that a large and diverse society would pre-

vent majority tyranny seemed to be justified. During the 

middle period, it was generally true that national party 

success depended partially upon appreciable support from the 

South, whether VJhig or Democratic; thus this section had 

7 

some security for its interests. As this security dimin

ished the South found itself in the position of an estab

lished minority. 

Obviously, this particular type of conflict no longer 

confronts us. In fact, Dahl asserts that it is not possible 

to "describe the actual operations of democracy in terms of 
o 

contrasts between majorities and minorities." Government 

decisions are not a "majestic march of great majorities 



united upon certain matters of basic policy." They are the 
9 

steady appeasement of relatively small groups. The v/orking 

principle of majority rule becomes juxtaposed on the dy

namics of group conflict. The principle of concurrent 

majority can be viewed as an ingenious theory designed to 

protect a very explicit and permanent minority. 

Parts of Calhoun's theory deserve respect. Calhoun was 

a first-rate political thinker, particularly in the construc

tion of his doctrine which he approached in the traditional 

sense by comprehensively outlining very broad propositions 

and working logically from them. Many of these propositions 

are valid. Calhoun's viev; of human nature as both selfish 

and social, as well as his view of the nature of society as 

continuous conflict, are venerable propositions. Yet it is 

curious that Calhoun devised a system, to be constitution

ally created, that is inconsistent with his proposition con

cerning conflict. In practice, the theory of concurrent 

majority would have extinguished all outlets for conflict 

resolution and would have been, in effect, a political 

straitjacket. It is improbable that concurrent majority 

would have been feasible even in the context of distinct 

majority-minority conflict of Calhoun's day. Thus, one must 

ask if indeed it has become operational in our system of 

complex group relationships. 
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A superficial examination of Calhoun's works easily 

suggests that the Southern Senator was a defender of all 

those interests which he deemed significant. A more careful 

examination reveals this interpretation to be inconsistent 

with Calhoun's explanation of concurrent majority. In order 

to have an adequate understanding of Calhoun's theory and 

all its implications, it is necessary that we describe first 

the intellectual background upon which Calhoun's theory was 

conceived. American political behavior before and after 

Calhoun had its foundation with the contract theorists. 

Chapter II describes briefly Locke's influence in order to 

give a better perspective on Calhoun's theoretical departure 

from the doctrine of natural rights. In Chapter III Cal

houn's theory of concurrent majority provides a foundation 

for Chapter IV which will summarize the basic tenets of neo-

Calhounism. After the concepts of the neo-Calhounists have 

been analyzed, an attempt to describe how the will of the 

majority is both asserted and limited in political systems 

will be made. 

Although democracy cannot be defined as merely the rule 

of the majority, this principle, accompanied by certain 

limiting conditions, is a necessary one. The majority prin

ciple, as it operates today, has logically developed from 

the nature of conflict in our society. Calhoun saw the 

majority from quite a different perspective. The theory of 



concurrent majority does not seem as illogical when viewing 

it from this perspective, that is, from the standpoint of 

patterns of conflict which are incongruous to those of today 
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CHAPTER II 

AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE ON CALHOUN'S THEORY 

The Influence of John Locke 

Before proceeding to examine Calhoun's theory in detail, 

it is necessary to describe the classical liberalism of 

Locke from which Calhoun's theory emerged. Locke's theory 

of Social Contract provided the traditional philosophical 

foundation for American political thought. Calhoun was one 

of the first to shift from Locke's moral philosophy of 

natural rights to a theory that emphasized social needs. 

Locke's theory had originated in the midst of eighteenth 

century liberalism, which defended the right of the individ

ual to shape his own destiny. Locke conceived of politics 

as a two-player game, that is, man versus the state. His 

theory was an attem.pt to rationalize political authority. 

Locke claimed to have discovered the pure and uniform nature 

of human beings. This pure condition was to be found in the 

state of nature. Locke's individual in the state of nature 

was a representation of the pure capabilities of man uncon-

2 ditioned. Man's behavior was governed by the law of nature. 

In the state of nature the arbiter of natural law was reason, 

and in the natural state reason showed that all men are 

3 
equal and possessed certain natural rights. But Locke also 

imported into the state of nature something of the 

8 



irrational prejudice of men as observed in society. He main

tained that all men were " . . . creatures of self-interest, 

biased by their particular viewpoint and relative position, 

incapable of a genuine disinterestedness and objectivity in 

construing the law of nature, however great their reason." 

There was no common superior to enforce the law of nature, 

and each man had to work out his own interpretation of it. 

Because men were of different intelligences and "biased by 

their particular viewpoint," the law of nature was inter

preted differently. Uncertainty and chaos resulted, and the 

need arose for the political state. A compact was made 

among men to surrender their rights of interpreting the law 

of nature in return that their rights of life, liberty and 

property be protected. The contract was thus limited and 

5 
specific in character. Locke considered the state a 

judicial body which interpreted the law of nature for indi

viduals who had by their own consent created that state. 

The state was to interpret those rights, without favor to 

any group, and use its collective authority to enforce their 

observance. Because of their fundamental equality, no man 

had a superior claim in respect to another, and the state 

would serve as an unbiased arbiter. 

Locke's theory required unanimous consent to establish 

a political society which would thereafter be governed by 

majority rule. By the use of the contract device man 
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transformed his condition from a natural state to a politi

cal state. But the whole purpose of this arrangement was 

to facilitate the enforcement of the rights which man 

already possessed. Man was bound only by the decisions of 
7 

the majority. Underlying the principle of majority rule 

was Locke's belief that absolute monarchy or minority rule 

courts tyranny and the destruction of natural rights. On 

the other hand, to demand more than majority rule is to make 

stable government impossible, since the exercise of a free 

veto by an individual or group would defeat the very purpose 

of having an established judge. Locke believed that the 

claim of the majority represented the real consent of the 

whole and argued that the voice of the majority of the peo-
o 

pie must be identified with the will of the whole. 

At first there seems to be a contradiction in Locke's 

faith in majority rule and his belief in objective moral 

laws. But as Willmoore Kendall points out, Locke's "latent 
9 . . . 

premise" is that the average man is rational and just. 

Locke made an optimistic judgment of the moral capacities 

of majorities. Locke is careful to qualify his concept of 

rule of the majority by describing procedural imperatives. 

These include universal and equal suffrage, popular sover

eignty or the lodgment in the people of the power to deter

mine the scope of the majority's powers, and the case for 

popular consultation of the regular expression of the 
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national will. With these qualifications Locke could 

argue both for individual rights and for a right in the 

majority to define individual rights. The type of majority 

he had in mind would never withdraw a right which the indi

vidual ought to have. 

Locke, however, was not arguing an absolute majori-

tarian thesis. First, the purposes of the contract itself 

enable the majority to legislate only to interpret, and not 

limit rights. Second, he believed that periodic elections 

would constitute a limitation. Third, should the legisla

tors act contrarily to the purposes of the contract, they 

would become essentially tyrannical against the society 

which created them, and in this situation, Locke believed 

the right of revolution was a final insurance against the 

abuse of power. 

The Incorporation of Locke's 
Principles into the American 
Political System 

The principles of limited contract, majority rule, ar.d 

the right to revolution were adopted into the tradition of 

TUnerican political thought, and it was against this setting 

that Calhoun laid out his philosophy. The American Declara-

13 tion of Independence has been called "pure Locke." It was 

imbued with the strong sense of morality so characteristic 

of Locke. Jefferson used Locke as a philosophical foundation 
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when he enunciated the self-evident truths. The fact that 

the truths are self-evident recognizes man's common ration

ality. The truths consist of equality, that is, an equality 

of man's purpose and work, and the possession by man of cer

tain inalienable or natural rights. These rights included, 

among others not specified, life, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness. With the exception of the last, these were the 

rights of John Locke. 

Following Locke, the Declaration of Independence states 

that government was established for the purpose of protect

ing these rights. Governments cannot bargain away these 

rights since they are inalienable. Governments are created 

by and exist only for the creatures that establish them. 

Since the rights of man are the very principles on 
which governments are founded, and since the preser
vation of these rights is the sole justification for 
the continuance of governments, it follows that the 
failure to preserve these rights is sufficient justi
fication for the overthrow of government. 

Thus Locke was used to justify the right of revolution in 

the American colonies, as he had been used to do the same 

15 
for the Glorious Revolution in England. 

Locke's belief in a limited role for governments fit 

naturally with the principles of constitutionalism. The 

essential element of constitutionalism is found in the belief 

that the powers of government ought to be defined and limited 

Another assumption behind constitutionalism is that there is 
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a law superior to the enactments of the governments. Some 

have called it divine law; some, such as Locke, have called 

it natural law. This higher law restrains the government 

in the exercise of its powers. The Arnerican Constitution 

was an attempt, to embody natural law. 

The American Constitution fused the accepted belief of 

a higher law with the contract theory of the state. The 

belief in a higher law does not have to be associated with 

the contract theory of the state. In this country the con

tract theory was implemented by a written constitution. The 

Constitution was popularly ratified and thus given a sealed 

approval. "The belief in a law above the government led to 

the institutionalizing of this lav/ in the Constitution, 

while the belief in the contract theory led to popular rati

fication of the Constitution as a method of arriving at gov-

16 
ernment based on the consent of those governed." 

The Nature of the Contest--
Who Shall Judge? 

The Constitution had early acquired the symbolic con

tent of being a supreme enactment of the people. It had 

become the symbolic representation of natural law in America 

Thus, the ambiguities in a system of natural law were 

directly transferred to the constitutional system. Who was 

to judge the specific limits or authorizations of the Con-

1'' 
stitution where the meaning was not clearly stated? 
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In respon:L3e to the criticism that the Constitution 

might impair the political authority of the states, the 

tenth amendment was added giving to the states those powers 

not specifically delegated to the national government. In 

spite of this addition, the issue of state powers as opposed 

18 to national powers remained a fundamental question. 

For a time the states were able to retain their politi

cal strength. Their most formidable ally was Jefferson. 

In 1798 he drafted the Kentucky Resolution in response to 

19 

the ill-famed Alien and Sedition Acts. In this resolution 

Jefferson stated the Constitution was but a compact between 

the states which could not be altered without the consent 

of the parties to the contract. Jefferson noted that since 

there was no common judge to determine what powers were 

actually delegated to the national government, each party 
20 had a right to judge equally. Jefferson felt that in a 

case where the national government abused its delegated 

powers, the people through their right of suffrage could 

expel those in power. But if power was assumed by the 

national government that had not been delegated, nullifica-
21 tion of that power by the states was the only solution. 

. . . that in cases of an abuse of the delegated powers, 
the members of the general government, being chosen by 
the people, a change by the people would be the consti
tutional remedy; but, where powers are assumed which 
have not been delegated, a nullification of the act 
is the rightiul ror̂ .̂ody: that every State has a 
natural right in cases not within the compact, to 
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nullify of their own authority all assumptions of 
power by others within their limits ...22 

It was the contention of Hamilton and the Federalists 

that only a few men were qualified to judge the specific 

content of the "higher law" embodied in the Constitution. 

As natural law was held to be found through reason removed 

from passion, so constitutional law was held to be found 

through independent non-partisan thought. It was assumed 

that the Constitution was best protected through the efforts 

of an appointed judiciary holding office during good 

23 behavior. 

In the famous case Marbury v. Madison the Supreme Court 

began the practice of judicial review that had been articu

lated by Hamilton. The effect of the Court's decision would 

be felt for more than a hundred years. It effectively 

stifled the arguments that the states had the prerogative 

of constitutional interpretation. Marshall's opinion assumed 

that popularly elected legislatures were those most likely to 

subvert the Constitution and that appointed judges removed 

from the control of popular majorities were best fitted to 

24 
determine the true meaning of the Constitution. 

Marshall's decision marked a crucial point in this 

country's perpetual struggle to follow Locke's philosophy of 

supporting the "sovereignty of the majority" while at the 

same time maintaining "absolute minority rights." Most of 



the fears of our founding fathers seemed to be concentrated 

on checking the potential encroachment on minorty rights by 

25 a tyrannical majority. Most of these men also persisted 

in using constitutional restraints to check the power of the 

majority. This concept of constitutional devices for con

trol is inherent in John Adam's precept of a mixed 

constitution. 

John Adams defended the principle of mixed government 

as being essential to an orderly constitutional system. 

Adams believed in the fundamental cleavages in society caused 

by differences in talents, abilities, and possessions. Adams 

sought a governmental system that would protect as well as 

promote the interests of each major class or group. Adams 

believed that men naturally pursued their own self-interest, 

and that these interests would naturally conflict. How 

could a government be framed that would protect the rights 

of conflicting groups? He maintained that if all the inter

ests were thrown into one body, the majority would prevail 

at the expense of the minority. His primary concern was 

for the property rights of the minority. Those without 

property would always greatly outnumber the rich. The self-

interest of the many poor had to be checked by a constitu

tional device to keep them from plundering the possesions 

of the rich. 
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The solution the problem could only be to establish a 

unit of government to represent each of the two major group

ings of society. The people would be represented in an 

assembly or House of Representatives, while the aristocrats 

would be represented in the Senate. Each branch could pro

vide a check or negation on the motions of the other. In 

addition, Adams proposed there be a single executive to be 

elected by the people at large, but whose qualifications 

27 
place him in the upper class. 

Adams' version of mixed government was based primarily 

on the division of classes in the legislature, but he also 

believed in the functional separation of powers expressed 

by Montesquieu. A functional separation of powers into 

legislative, executive, and judicial branches with each 

branch concerned mainly with its own kind of work, was 

equally essential to the preservation of liberty. 

In developing the theory of the separation of powers 

superimposed upon a mixed system of government, Adams was 

following the principle, although not the practice, of the 

English constitution. V7illiam Blackstone explained the 

English system in his Commentaries on the Laws of England. 

He stated that the executive power was centered around the 

king who possessed a check on the legislature and was in 

turn checked by it. The legislature was divided into lords 

and commons, each having a check on the other. The English 
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system combined a check-and-balance between branches of gov

ernment as well as a check-and-balance within the 

28 legislature. 

James Madison also strongly believed that tyranny could 

be avoided by constitutional machinery that would effec

tively control power with power and interest with interest. 

This was to be achieved under the separation-of-powers 

system incorporated in the Constitution. 

The accumulation of all powers, legislative, executive 
and judiciary, in the same hands, whether of one, a 
few, or m.any, and whether hereditary, self-appointive, 
or elective, may justly be pronounced the very defini
tion of tyranny.25 

It is curious to observe that while the writing of the 

Constitution itself institutionalized the method of compro

mise as a dominant political process, the framers of the 

Constitution continued to express fear of natural alignment 

of various interest groups which made compromise inevitable. 

Indeed, the existence of groups or factions was, with the 

exception of Madison, almost ignored. The dread of factions 

and their ensuing selfish alignments was associated with the 

concern that the lower-income classes would achieve political 

control at the expense of the merchants and property 

holders. 

In The Federalist No. 10, Madison was one of the few to 

give special attention to the concept of groups or factions. 

It is obvious that his attitude toward them was pessimistic. 
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He realized that in a republic the development of factions 

was inevitable. To suppress them would be the suppression 

31 
of liberty. Factions arose in a free society primarily 

because of the unequal distribution of property. Conflict 

naturally arose between those with and those without prop

erty. But other factors also contributed to political 

division, among them religion, public figures and sectional 

32 distinctions such as climate and natural resources. 

Madison reasoned that factions were far more likely to 

damage a small democracy than a large republic. He relied 

optimistically upon the representatives to distill the in

fluences of various factions rather than be unduly swayed 

33 

by '?ny one group. But, above all, Madison relied on the 

size and diversity of the republic to reduce the power of 

factions. This he explained partially in terms of communi

cation problems by stating that minority groups v/ould have 

great difficulty in organizing on a national scale although 

they might succeed in controlling a state. While this argu

ment now seems almost insignificant, vie must be careful not 

to overlook Madison's second argument. This states, in 

effect, the sheer number and diversity of interest groups 

v/ould make it difficult to achieve effective blocs of 
34 

power. Robert Dahl restated Madison's premise when he 

wrote that "a relatively high degree of group autonomy com

bined in a relatively high degree of disagreement over goals 
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will act as an important limitation on the capacity of any 

35 putative majority to control government policy." 

Madison's essay on factions is similar to Adams' thesis 

of the mixed constitution. Each believed (as Calhoun also 

did) that men naturally would seek their private advantage 

at the expense of the rest of the community whenever they 

were provided with the opportunity. While Adams believed 

that the public interest could be protected by balancing 

these competing interests in the legislature, Madison be

lieved that the inherent nature and diversity of these inter

ests would check each other on a national scale. Neither 

Adams nor Madison believed that a system of pure majority 

3 (t 
rule would adequately protect the rights of the minority. 

The Absence of Groups in Early 
American Political Thought 

In order to establish Calhoun's theory in the proper 

perspective, it is imperative that we understand that 

Calhoun represented a defection from the prevailing philo

sophical context. This context emphasized the individual 

as the dominant political unit. As stated earlier, with 

the exception of Madison, early American politicians notice

ably ignored the presence and significance of groups and 

their impact on the political process. Locke's emphasis, 

and that of American political theory, was placed upon the 
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natural rights of the "individual." The state was treated 

as a sum of equal and independent units. 

The early part of this century brought a realization 

that man is bound not only to the state but also to other 

and smaller groups of persons within the state. Organiza

tions have been fostered by modern conditions. As a result 

man's ties to various groups have increased. In its con

scious spirit. Western civilization has become less indi

vidualistic, more highly organized, and thus more 

socialistic. 

Before the Civil War traditional political theory 

focused on the individual. Man was more than a political 

being—he was an individual that lived above and beyond the 

standard categorizations of society and in harmony with 

38 

nature. Romanticism, which invaded the sphere of poli

tics, included every aspect of man's relationship with man 

and was expressed most fluently by Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

Emerson's transcendentalist philosophy expressed a romantic 

faith in the integrity of the individual. His belief was 

that the individual should make every attempt to develop his 

own potentialities. He expressed a faith in idealism rather 

than materialism. This idealism was not dependent upon the 

evidence of the senses alone, nor on facts or circumstances, 

but upon inner beliefs, conscious thoughts and intuitions. 

The individual provided the basis for social reform and 
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political action. The "state" was to follow rather than to 

39 
lead the character and progress of the citizen. 

In the post-Civil War period a shift in basic values 

took place producing also a shift in political thought. 

The rapid industrialization of America during this period 

made economic issues more important. In the pre-Civil War 

period, certain theological premises emphasized the equal 

worth and dignity of each individual. Along with this 

theology came the belief in the individual's natural and 

inalienable rights. Politics and economics were simply 

methods of implementing and supporting the dignity and worth 

of the individual. As a result, the social and political 

system was significant only as it affected the individual, 

for the individual, and not society, was the focal point in 

4 - 1 1 4 - 4 0 

the value system. 

The shift from the individual to society as the major 

concern of political thought was clearly anticipated, how

ever, by Calhoun. He was successful in shifting from a 

moral philosophy to social theory or from natural rights to 

social needs. Chapter III will demonstrate how Calhoun's 

theory of the nature of £;ociety departed radically from 

Locke and the contract theorists. 
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CHAPTER i n 

THE POLITICAL THEORY OF JOHN C. CALHOUN: 

A SUMr̂ ATION"*" 

Calhoun's Break with the 
Contract Theorists 

Calhoun began his theory with a view of human nature 

that was very different from that of Locke. Calhoun's ideas 

on the origin and purpose of government rejected the tradi

tional contract theory that pervaded American social and 

political thought. From study and observation, he induc

tively established certain generalizations. Following Plato 

and Aristotle, Calhoun declared it is an "incontestable" 

fact that man is a social being. Man had never been found 

2 

in any state other than the social. This was an obvious 

rejection of the Contract theory with its state of nature. 

Calhoun had not alv;ays held this view. His political 

and philosophical views were altered by the events of the 

day. Until 1828 he had been an ardent nationalist. In 

1821 John Quincy Adams declared Calhoun to be "above all 

sectional and factious prejudices more than any other states-
3 

man of this Union with whom I have ever acted." But his 

viev;s on national policy were changed by economic cons-

quences that affected various regions in different ways. 

As late as 1816 a majority of South Carolina representatives 

in Congress had voted for a protective tariff because the 
25 
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state seemed to have a promising future in industrialization, 

South Carolina possessed ample water power which might be 

used for manufacturing textiles in the same areas where the 

4 
cotton Itself was grown. After 1816, however, Carolinians 

devoted themselves increasingly to planting and failed to 

develop the mills. The tariff was a hindrance to imports 

and thus exports. Protectionists persisted, and their 

effort led to the Tariff of 1828, called the "Tariff of 

5 
Abominations" by Southerners. Calhoun officially opposed 

the treaty and later that same year developed his doctrine 

of nullification which he published in a pamphlet entitled 

"The South Carolina Exposition." 

With the abandonment of his nationalistic position 

also came Calhoun's rejection of the Social Contract theory. 

Underlying this rejection was his appreciation of its real 

or potential incompatibility with human slavery. To attack 

the Social Contract theory was to attack the intellectual 

foundation of abolitionism. Locke had specified one of 

man's natural rights as liberty, as had Jefferson. If every 

man had a natural right to liberty, and government was in

stituted by compact for the purpose of protecting man in 

the enjoyment of his natural rights, then government was not 

7 
justified in protecting slavery. 

Calhoun set forth his attack on the philosophy of the 

Declaration of Independence at its fullest, perhaps, in his 
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speech on the Oregon Bill in June, 1848. He expressed con

cern over the growth of sentiment to exclude slavery from 

the territories of the U.S., and attributed this sentiment 

to the old anarchical theory of the natural liberty and 
o 

equality of all men. He stated that no human is ever born 

who will live free from the control of his fellow men. No 

set of men is ever born equal in size, strength, health, 

natural intellect, and capacity for improvement. Where is 
9 

the use of basing political theory on a false assumption? 

Calhoun did not believe that the postulate of natural 

liberty and equality was necessary to justify the American 

Revolution—an appeal for defense of chartered and tradi

tional rights of Englishmen would have sufficed. American 

colonials had borrowed the idea of Locke who had qualified 

"free and equal" by adding "in the state of nature." He 

believed that they had contemplated man in such a state 

only "for the purpose of reasoning;" that their state of 

nature was a purely hypothetical one. This state of nature 

was to have preceded the social and political, in which man 

was supposed to have lived apart, as an isolated iiidividual, 

without society, without government. The conceptions of 

liberty and equality are false because they are based upon 

the ideal. Since the state of nature was such a poor one, 

and since man was nowhere to be found living in it, it was 

rational to conclude it never existed. It followed that 
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the origin of government was not to be found in any social 

compact. Government found its justification in making 

possible the existence of man in society. Calhoun made fre

quent use of the term "compact" in treating the nature of 

confederate and federal government. But compact in this 

connection was a political compact, something quite distinct 

from the social compact. It was supposed to be like a 

treaty between independent governments or like a contract 

between individuals. Compacts existed between governments, 

but none between individuals to establish governments. So-

called natural rights of individuals were not natural at all, 

but were only those sanctioned by the community. Accord

ingly, ro Calhoun, as with Edmund Burke somewhat earlier, 

doctrines of natural rights of liberty and equality were 

destructive to social order and safety. 

Calhoun believed that the origin and purpose of govern

ment could be attributed to what he called man's self-

centered nature. Man's direct or individual feelings were 

stronger than his sympathetic or social feelings. Calhoun 

did riot condemn this aspect of man's nature; rather, he 

understood it as a natural fact and connected it with the 

desire for self-preservation. It is this aspect of man,'s 

nature which led him into conflict with others. Without 

government to arbitrate conflict, society v;ould be reduced 

to anarchy. 
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Calhoun did not possess Locke's optimism about man's 

rationality. His view of man's nature was closer to that of 

Thomas Hobbes, who pictured man as a creature of appetites 

13 
and aversions. Locke believed the protection of man's 

liberty to be of primary importance; his faith in man as a 

rational being allowing him to take for granted man's 

capacity to maintain an ordered society. Calhoun maintained 

that liberty was secondary, a privilege to be earned. 

So Calhoun's government had its origin in the tv/ofold 

composition of man's nature: his social feelings which make 

it necessary for him to live in society, and his self-

centered feelings which make it necessary for government to 

14 protect society from anarchy. For Calhoun, anarchy was 

the greatest of evils, whereas for Locke it had been tryanny. 

Ideally, a political system should minimize conflict and the 

tendency toward anarchy and maximize order and security in 

15 the view of Calhoun. 

Calhoun's Belief in 
Constitutionalism 

Although government should minimize conflict in society, 

Calhoun believed the task would be a difficult one because 

government has a tendency to abuse its pov/ers. The abuse of 

power comes from men whose self-serving natures tend to twist 

power into instruments of oppression. To control men, then, 

it becomes necessary to have a constitution. Calhoun stated 
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that the "Constitution stands to government as government 

16 
stands to society." It is an instrument which permits 

power to be countered with more power. 

Calhoun asserted that a constitution which will success

fully resist the ruler's tendencies to oppress the ruled 

must contain tv/o principles. The first is the right of 

suffrage, i.e., the right on the part of the ruled to choose 

their rulers at proper intervals in order to hold them re

sponsible for their conduct. The right of suffrage is in

dispensable to the "foundation" of constitutional government. 

But it would be dangerous to assume, as many do, that suf

frage alone is sufficient to form constitutional government. 

This assumption is the reason that so few constitutional 

governments have succeeded. 

Suffrage gives to those who elect public officials con

trol over the conduct of those officials, in effect making 

the latter the true and faithful representatives of the 

1 7 
former. If all groups had the same interests, then the 

right to vote would sufficiently check the government's ten

dency to exceed its powers. "But such is not the case." 

Separate interests continually attempt to get control of the 

government. The more populous and diversified the country, 

the easier it becomes for one portion of the community to 

19 
oppress the other. W^ithin a very large, diversified coun
try such as the United States, it is very difficult for one 



31 

interest to obtain a majority and thus control the govern

ment. Therefore, a combination will be formed among those 

whose interests are most alike. In time, a compact orga

nized majority will be formed, and the community will be 

divided into two great parties—a major and a minor. The 

result will be an endless struggle between "the one side 

to retain and on the other to obtain the majority and, 

thereby the control of the government and advantages it 

^ ,,20 confers. 

Calhoun believed that interests would combine perma

nently and that conflict would ensue from an established 

majority against a helpless and frustrated minority. The 

idea that the majority was temporary and fluctuating was 

not a valid description of the political process for Calhoun, 

because he had already begun to realize that the South v/ould 

become a hopeless minority. Thus Calhoun devised the theory 

of concurrent majority as an attempt to alter the process 

of permanent combinations. 

Calhoun described the other principle essential to con

stitutional government as one of a restrictive purpose. 

This principle, when put into effect, would effectively 

prevent any one interest or combination of interests from 

obtaining exclusive control of the government. Calhoun 

rather confusingly labels this principle an organism. This 

constitutional organism should, by dividing and distributing 
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the powers of government, give to each interest, "through 

its appropriate organ, either a concurrent voice in making 

21 and executing the laws or a veto on their execution." 

This organism, when combined with the right of suffrage, 

constitutes the crucial element of constitutional 

government. 

Calhoun explained that the perfect organism permits 

every interest to be fully represented, thus giving the com

munity comprehensive representation. But, conceding the 

difficulty of perfect representation, he declared that taking 

the sense of a "few great and prominent interests only, would, 

to a great measure, fulfill the purpose intended by a consti-

22 
tution." Furthermore, the organism is not meant to dimin
ish the importance of the right of suffrage "but to aid and 

perfect it." Its object was to determine the sense of the 

•*. 23 community. 

The principle to be operationalized by Calhoun's consti

tutional organism was the theory of concurrent majority. In 

taking the sense of the community, the right of suffrage 

unaided takes only the numerical majority of the community 

thereby regarding the community as having only one common 

interest. The other method, that of concurrent majority, 

takes the majority of each significant interest, and the 

united sense of all as the sense of the entire community. 

Calhoun maintained that the distinction between them is 
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fundamental and to confuse them would almost certainly cause 

error in the construction of constitutional government. The 

most prominent error arises from the tendency to regard the 

numerical majority as identical to the people. Since demo

cratic government is government by the people, the principle 

is established which will lead ultimately to other errors. 

The numerical majority is only a portion of the people, so 

instead of a perfect model of the people's government, we 

have the "government of a part over a part—the major over 

the minor portion." 

Inadequacy of the Constitution 
as a Check Against the 
Numerical Majority 

Calhoun maintained that it is a grave mistake to suppose 

that the majority or dominant party will be prohibited from 

abusing its powers merely because there are provisions in

serted into a written constitution which limit power. Those 

who need protection from the dominant interest must be given 

the means to enforce the limits of majority pov/er. It would 

be relatively simple for the majority party to elude provi

sions which restrict them and, subsequently, to emphasize 

the powers granted to them. The majority party would 

obviously interpret the Constitution broadly; the minority 

party would naturally interpret it strictly. Since the major

ity party would have all powers of government to carry its 
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construction into effect, and the minority party would be 

deprived of power to enforce its construction, the results 

, . 25 are obvious. 

Calhoun presented an effective rebuttal of Adams' con

cept of a mixed Constitution as well as the idea of sep

aration of powers. These constitutional checks would not 

counteract the tendency of the numerical majority toward 

oppression. Although such a division might secure greater 

caution and deliberation, the fact that each of the branches 

would be controlled by the numerical majority would preclude 

2 fi 
the possibility of significant checks. The same applies 

to the two bodies within the Legislature. 

Description of Concurrent Majority 

After offering the preceding reasons why the numerical 

majority must always make government absolute, Calhoun de

scribed the concept of concurrent majority as that which 

gives to each portion of the community a negative on the 

others. 

It is this negative power,--the power of preventing 
or arresting the action of the government,—be it 
called by what term it may,—veto, interposition, 
nullification, check, or balance of power,--which, 
in fact, forms the constitution.27 

Because compromise is the intrinsic principle of con

currence for competing interests, Calhoun contends that gov

ernment by concurrent majority will unify the community. 
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The numerical majority ultimately divides the community into 

two great parties which perpetually contend for control of 

the "honors and emoluments" of government. With so much at 

stake, a tendency exists to form an attachment to one's own 

party, not to mention strong antipathy to the opposing 

party. Devotion to party becomes stronger than devotion to 

country. On the other hand, by investing each interest with 

the power of self-protection, government by the concurrent 

majority prevents the struggle for ascendancy. Each inter

est realizes that its own prosperity will be protected only 

28 by promoting that of the others. 

As one perceives the explanation and justification of 

Calhoun's theory, it becomes eminently clear that the iden

tification of the social units that are to be considered 

interest groups is vital. Although Calhoun never states 

emphatically which interests were to possess the negative 

power, he did indicate that in the U.S. the interests are 

"almost exclusively geographical, resulting mainly from 

differences of climate, soil, situation, industry and pro-

29 
duction." It is important to remember that in Calhoun's 

day geography was closely associated with economic interests. 

Calhoun, then, assigned fundamental political importance to 

30 
economic as well as geographic factors. 

Identifying critical interest groups as economic and 

geographical in nature also fit conveniently into the 
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context of Calhoun's primary objective, defending the South 

as a minority. That the South was becoming distinct eco

nomically and thus sectionally is indisputable. In the 

period preceding the Civil War, federal policy tended more 

and more to favor Northern capital. Southern wealth fun-

neled into the pockets of Northern shippers, bankers, and 

manufacturers. The drain on Southern resources was the in

evitable result of a relationship between a capitalist 

economy and an agrarian one that did little of its own ship-

31 pmg, banking or manufacturing. 

For much of his career, Calhoun was satisfied that the 

principle of sectional equilibrium was protected adequately 

by the Constitution and its establishment of the two houses 

of Congress, both of which had to concur before the adoption 

of any law was possible. Because states rather than popula

tion constituted the basis of representation in the Senate, 

the South, by controlling at least half of that body, had 

been able to maintain an effective check on all legisla-

32 tion. Some Southerners later believed that the Missouri 

Compromise of 1820 had established the principle of sec

tional equilibrium by setting the precedent for admitting 

33 
new states only in pairs, one from each section. Besides 

the basic economic antagonism, the emotional question of 

slavery was heightened by the war with Mexico. Out of the 

stormy controversy of the V7ilmot Proviso, which was proposed 
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to keep slavery out of the territories acquired, came the 

compromise solution of 1850. California was added as a free 

state making sixteen free states and fifteen slave states. 

This meant the destruction of the sectional equilibrium of 

the Senate. The South had come to be outweighed in every 

department in the federal government except the Senate. 

Now the last refuge of numerical majority was gone, and the 

South had lost an indispensable means of self-protection. 

Calhoun attempted to correct the South's indefensible posi

tion, and the theory of concurrent majority was formulated 

expressly for this purpose. 

The Problem of Procedural 
Application 

For most of his life Calhoun felt that the principle of 

concurrent majority could be adequately applied by constitu

tional amending power in coordination with the doctrine of 

35 
Nullification. The problem was how to apply or initiate 

the "creating voice," the amending power which meant ratifi

cation by three-fourths of the states. Because the Constitu

tion required that amendments be proposed by a two-thirds 

majority in both houses of Congress, or by a convention 

called by Congress at the insistence of two-thirds of the 

state legislatures, it was impossible for a minority to 

initiate an amendment to protect its interest. To meet tĥ -

problem of operationalizing concurrent majority through the 
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constitutional amending process, Calhoun resorted to the 

3 6 
doctrines of State Sovereignty and State Interposition. 

Calhoun believed explicitly in the sovereignty of the 

states and plainly opposed consolidation. He refused to 

compromise his belief with that of Madison, who expounded 

the concept of divided sovereignty. Madison explained that 

the Constitution divided power nationally and federally, 

i.e., between the people as a whole and the states. If 

sovereignty were divisible in geographical extent, then it 

37 
was divisible in content. Calhoun accepted Jean Bodin's 

definition of sovereignty as the "supreme power over citi-

38 
zens and subjects, unrestrained by law." He agreed with 

Hobbes, who regarded sovereignty as indivisible and inalien-

39 able as well as legally illimitable. Thus the sovereignty 

• !_•. ^ 4 0 of the states was an uncompromisable concept. 

Once Calhoun had established the fundamental premise of 

state sovereignty, the steps toward security for the South 

through the constitutional amending power and Nullification 

very logically fell into place. The Constitution divided 

the powers of government into the delegated and the reserved, 

the latter to be exercised b[y the states. The only method 

of changing this division was through a constitutional 

41 
amendment adopted by at least three-fourths of the states. 

Therefore, if the federal government attempted to encroach 

upon the reserved powers of the states, a state could assert 
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its sovereignty and declare the action of the federal gov-

42 

ernment null and void. For example: In order to imple

ment a protective tariff. Congress would first need to pro

pose an amendment and secure the approval of three-fourths 

of the states before attempting to pass any law levying 

duties for the protection of industry. 

If, however. Congress failed to do so, and proceeded 

to pass a law which any state considered unconstitutional, 

then the people of that state could take steps to protect 

themselves. The recourse of the aggrieved state was nulli-

43 

fication . Upon the passage of the Ordinance of Nullifica

tion, the federal law would remain null and void in that 

state, according to the theory, unless and until three-

fourths of the remaining states should approve a constitu

tional amendment conferring upon the federal government the 

power to enact the law that had been nullified. .Inaction 

on the part of the other states would endorse a stand for 

nullification, so that if three-fourths of the states did 

not positively approve the amendment it would remain null 

44 
and void. 

But suppose that the nullifying state should be opposed 

by three-fourths of all the states. Would that state be 

forced to yield to the others? Not necessarily, according 

45 
to Calhoun. The basis for the constitutional compact be
tween the states would justify secession as a reasonable 
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alternative. The state nullifying an act could give in to 

those other states already approving the amendm.ent, or it 

46 
could secede. According to Calhoun the right to secede 

was a constitutional right. "That a State, as a party to 

the constitutional compact, has a right to secede—acting 

in the same capacity in which it ratified the Constitution— 

cannot with any show of reason be denied by any one v/ho 
A T 

regards the Constitution as a compact." 

For most of his career Calhoun had confidence in the 

constitutional amending power applied as it has previously 

been described. But toward the end of his career he began 

to observe that the South was a hopeless minority whose iso

lation and alienation endangered its security even within 

the amending process. It was at this point that Calhoun 

advocated a dual executive, one from the North and one from 

the South. The approval of each would be necessary to vali-
48 

date all laws passed by Congress. 

The lack of confidence, displayed by Calhoun later in 

his life, in the states as interests and in the constitu

tional amending pov/er as a device for implementing concur

rent majority becomes significant as we attempt to apply 

Calhoun's philosophy to the group theorists' mold. Calhoun's 

identification of interests seemed to depend upon the nature 

49 
of the problem he was facing. During controversy over the 

tariff and Force BilJ, Calhoun identified the interests as 
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the states and identified concurrent majority with the 

constitution-making power, i.e., the concurrence of at 

50 
least three-fourths of the states. In the Disquisition, 

however, Calhoun argues that the concurrent majority must 

be unanimous—a majority of those associated with each in-

51 
terest concerned. This discrepancy is evidence that 

Calhoun was not concerned with outlining the diverse inter

ests in a pluralistic society that could be harmed by major

ity decisions. He was well aware during the tariff crisis 

that the protectionists did not have enough support to 

carry a constitutional amendment. They would need the 

approval of three-fourths of the states, and the South was 

still large enough in number to make this impossible. 

In the Disquisition, Calhoun no longer defines the 

interests as geographically bounded states but solely in 

terms of interest groups. Calhoun expressed himself more 

abstractly and insists that constitutional governments 

52 depend upon the concurrence of every interest involved. 

He had begun to realize that the constitution-making power, 

that is, three-fourths concurrence, was not sufficient to 

protect the South. 

These contradictions within Calhoun's theory are very 

evident at this point. Calhoun's objective was to protect 

one interest--the South. For a long while this was possible 

by defining "interests v;ho could be injuriously affected" as 
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the states, giving them undivided sovereignty, and defining 

"concurrence" as a three-fourths majority. As this became 

hopeless, Calhoun changed his position on all three of 

these points. Now there were to be only two interests—the 

North and the South. State sovereignty was no longer a 

relevant solution, and concurrence meant unanimity. 

Keeping in mind the contradictions described and the 

historical context in which Calhoun devised his theory, we 

will next examine endeavors by modern writers to apply this 

theory to our own patterns of conflict. An attem.pt will be 

made to illustrate the inconsistencies which result in using 

concurrent majority as a descriptive tool for political con

flict in modern society. 
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CHAPTER IV 

NEO-CALHOUNISM: AN APPLICATION TO GROUP THEORY 

The concept of having an accepted general framework 

for political analysis has always been and will remain an 

enduring part of political science. Of the many general 

frameworks which have advanced in recent decades few can 

claim the prominence of the body of ideas associated under 

the label of "group theory." 

Using the group approach to describe the dynamics of 

political behavior has become a familiar and acceptable 

tool for many political scientists. Although the approach 

has been used most extensively in recent years, it is not 

a new one. For example, James Madison first gave signif

icant testimony on the effect of interest groups. In The 

Federalist No. 10 he made his classic statement of the 

impact of divergent groups upon government and reasons for 

2 

their development. The essay represents observations by-

Madison after years of acquaintance with politics as a 

member of the Virginia Assembly and of Congress. Even in 

his own time Madison sav; the struggle of groups as the 

essence of the political process. The process he observed 

had î trong similarities to that of today. Insight into the 

importance of group conflict is not new. 

46 
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Origins of Group Theory: 
Classic Pluralism 

Intellectual interest in group theory has ebbed over 

the past few years, not because of scientific refutation, 

but because "it has subsided amid the other ideas, other 

3 

issues, other terminologies." Despite this gradual pro

cess of encroachment of competing ideas, group theory 

remains useful in descriptive and prescriptive political 

analysis. 

Earl Latham tells us that the origins of modern group 

theory originated with classic pluralism and its critique 

of sovereignty, or more specifically, in its view of the 
5 

relation of organized groups to the sovereign state. 

During the nineteenth century this relation of groups to the 

State was one of subordination. Accordingly, the study of 

political science involved the study of formial institutions 

of governm.ent. Since political science was at this point a 

relatively new discipline in colleges and universities, it 

depended heavily on European jurisprudence. Its fundamental 

characteristic was a preoccupation with law. Government was 

portrayed as a mechanical device, as though it had a will of 

its own. "The basic problem of discovering the actual cen-

7 
ters of power was not explored." 

Pluralist theory held that the state was not soverign 

but rather was one of the many associations in society. 
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Associations other than the state, such as the church, could 

be shown empirically to be sovereign over matters of impor

tance. On such matters the state could not intervene, con

trary to traditional theory about absolute sovereignty 

being vested in the state. 

Just as traditional or jurisprudential theory was not 

oriented toward theories of group autonomy, so the state's 

preoccupation was not with the group but with the vaguely 

defined rights of the individual. Individual "needs" and 
p 

"wills" were felt to be causal social "forces." Classic 

pluralism represented an attack on individualism. Individ

ualism seemed to frustrate the development of politics as 
9 

a science, while theories of groups held the key. Modern 

group theory was to adopt the shift in emphasis from the 

individual to the group. Pendleton Herring wrote: 

The voice barkened to by legislators is not the love 
voice of a citizen crying in a wilderness of individ
ual opinions, but the chorus of a cause organized 
for a purpose and directed by a press agent.-'-̂  

In the late nineteenth century the legalistic norms of 

the political process previously described were challenged 

by the activity of economic groups, particularly that of 

organized labor. The work of the "muckrakers" dealt spe

cifically with pressure politics. The new attention to 

pressure politics was not necessarily an abstract methologi-

cal change but was motivated by historical developments. 
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James Bryce stated that the multitudes were beginning to 

12 
demand a larger share of the nation's collective wealth. 

This new pressure caused political discussion to drift away 

from the legal framework that was universal among earlier 

texts. The emphasis on reform brought a particular focus 

13 
on the influence of business groups on political processes. 

It becomes obvious that the intellectual and historical 

currents of the early twentieth century rendered the plural

ist critique of sovereignity a timely concept. Harold Laski 

presented the "pluralist theory of the state" as a more 

14 scientific view. Indeed, the theory provided a receptive 

framework for interpretation of the increasingly important 

15 
economic pressure groups which appeared at this time. 

The decline of classic pluralism has been attributed to 

two primary reasons. First, political scientists began to 

realize that the pluralist critique was based on "insuffi

ciently examined assumptions about 'absolutist' theories of 

sovereignty." The pluralists maintained that the pre-

nineteenth century theorists held that absolute state sov

ereignty was both desirable and actual. This portrayal was 

perhaps an injustice, since the "jurists" spent much of 

their time discussing the desirability of limited government 
] 7 

and frequently distinguished between ideal and reality. 

Still, idealism aside, it must be emphasized that the jurists 

did claim the state was sovereign absolutely; partial sov

ereignty was considered a contradiction in terms. 
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Probably the greatest factor in the decline of classic 

pluralism was the realization of political scientists, in

cluding the pluralists themselves, that what they had con

strued as a scientific description was itself a normative 

model. This is illustrated by Laski, who adapted his views 

accordingly when progressive preferences emphasized the 

need for a liberal government to intervene in business 

18 affairs. Francis Coker pointed out the normative models 

19 in pluralism and then linked them to radicalism. The 

analysis of the normative character of pluralism in terms 

of its radical implications marked the end of this theory 

as an acceptable political framework. 

Description of Group Theory 

After the decline of classic pluralism, the desire for 

a descriptive political framework persisted. There was a 

growing interest in empirical research. The study of 

politics was beginning to be viewed as the study of influ

ence and power, not the study of government and the state. 

The increasing complexity and quickening pace of change in 

modern society prompted an increase both in the penetration 

of society by government and in the cooperation of individ

uals in behalf of their shared interests. 

Arthur Bentley served as a pioneer to the group theo

rists, but he was accompanied by many others who provided 
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descriptive studies of smilar focus. Some of these were 

Peter Odegard's Pressure Politics (1928) and Pendleton 

Herring's Group Representation Before Congress (1929). After 

the second World War, group theory became popular again as 

a descriptive theoretical framework, and v/riters such as 

Earl Latham, V. O. Key, and David Truman, among many others, 

gained prominence. 

According to the group theorists, the political commu

nity was best understood by identifying and analyzing the 

groups in society which made demands upon the government. 

Group theorists assumed that there were uniformities in the 

behavior patterns of groups. Scientific studies, therefore, 

attempted to identify groups and the relationships between 

20 

them as they pursued their objectives. For example, in

vestigation of policy-making involved attempts to measure 

with some precision the direction and magnitude of group 

demands. Attempts were made to distinguish the elements 

associated with success or failure in securing objectives. 

The affect of public policies on group demands was also 

^ 21 measured. 

Group theory held basically that public policy at a 

given moment was a function of the balance among opposing 

group forces seeking to utilize public authority for the 

purpose of making their own environments "safe and dic-

22 
table." The politician, however, was not reduced to the 



52 

role of the robot as this description at first glance seemed 

to imply. Rather, the legislator, administrator, or judge 

(and policy-making very emphatically involves all three) 

brought to the scene of group conflict his own role percep

tions, loyalties, and interests that were influenced by his 

membership in an "official" group. An official group was 

one that shared the right and capacity by mutual consensus 

to compel other groups to conform to a prescribed pattern of 

behavior. The reaction to an official to particular group 

forces was i.nfluenced by several factors. Among these were 

first, the way groups impinged upon the interests of his 

official group as it related to other elements of the govern

ment, second, through his own status within his official 

group, and third, according to the way he valued his member

ship in any of these external groups and the official group 

23 
to which he belonged. 

Arthur Bentley was the first of the group theorists who 

attempted to construct a conceptual framework depicting the 

struggle of groups in the political system. In his major 

work. The Process of Government, he stated that the group is 

"a conceptual device through which to view the flow of 

24 
political activity." A group of men was not to be cut off 

physically from other groups but rather distinguished by a 

common activity. This did not prevent the people who partic

ipate in one pattern of activity from taking part in many 
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simultaneous group activities. Group and activity were 

n ^ ^ 25 equivalent terms. 

Following the lines of classic pluralism, Bentley 

stated that all aspects of government, including the abstract 

notion of the state, were phenomena of groups pressing 

against one another. While Bentley dismissed the idea of a 

social whole or a public interest, he did not rule out the 

idea of a social system. This was consistent with the con

cept of a procedural consensus described by Truman and other 

^u ' \ 26 group theorists. 

Bentley's work was primarily theoretical and deficient 

27 
in the kind of empirical data he seemed to insist upon. 

His work fits more closely into the category of political 

inquiry than philosophy or doctrine. Bentley claimed that 

he was only fashioning a tool which others might use as a 

basis for empirical testing. He purposefully remained vague 

in his definitions. To do otherwise would have been pre

mature. He wanted first to fashion the tool—precision 

would come easier once the tool had been used for a period 

of time. "Many a child, m.aking paper toys, has used his 

scissors too confidently and cut himself off from the mate-

2 8 rials he needed." His work has indeed served as the 

foundation for much of the later development of group theory. 

Although apparently unfamiliar with Bentley, Pendleton 

Herring in 1929 provided a major contribution in his 
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description of the role of groups in the political process. 

In Group Representation Before Congress, he examined the 

29 
activities of more than 100 formal pressure groups. He 

proceeded to classify these groups and systematically 

examine the reasons for their origin. He viewed the rise 

of organized interest groups as an indication of changing 

human relationships, and he conceptualized the individual 

as "a mere cipher in a larger and' emergent unit: the orga

nized group." His work was highly viable and clearly 

influenced the work of later writers such as David Truman. 

In his book The Governmental Process, David B. Truman 

proceeded to furnish the "precision" which had been lacking 

in Bentley's work. Truman was Bentley's most ardent student, 

yet he clarified Bentley's theory and made it more effective. 

Truman proceeded to define an interest group as a group of 

individuals interacting on the basis of a common character

istic; this interaction produces a shared attitude among the 

members of the group, and the resulting group then makes 

demands upon other groups in the society to maintain the 

31 
forms of behavior implied by the shared attitude. This 

type of group is to be distinguished from groups made up of 

people who simply share some common characteristic, say, 

blond hair. There may or may not be interaction among mem

bers of a group which share a common characteristic. If 

there is interaction on the basis of the common characteristic. 
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then the group is an interest group. Interaction among the 

members is the crucial characteristic of an interest group. 

Truman distinguishes himself from Bentley in the 

respect that he is willing to measure such things as a "shared 

attitude," while Bentley defined an interest group solely on 

the basis of observed activity. This can be attributed to 

the fact that Bentley belonged to the behavioralist school 

of psychology which believed it impossible to measure mental 

states or attitudes empirically. Truman, writing about 

forty years later, was familiar with modern techniques in 

33 
the measurement of attitudes and regarded them as reliable. 

The group theorists, in general, do not recognize the 

validity of the concept of the public interest, a point for 

which they are frequently criticized. They maintain that 

society is nothing other than the groups that compose it. 

The only way that an interest of the v/hole can be conceived 

is by the extent to which each group values the continued 

existence of the system to which it belongs. If all or 

most of the groups are willing to restrain their demands 

and compromise for the sake of preserving the system, then 

. . ^ 34 
there is a common interest in a limited sense. 

The group theorists see the role of government as a 

vital one. Government mediates conflict and supplies a 

sense of direction. Bentley states that government holds 

"the balance between conflicting interests," i.e., stands 
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between them and acts "as mediator at the same time it is 

35 
acting as ruler." Earl Latham in his book. The Group 

Basis of Politics, says the state plays a crucial role in 

establishing permissible behavior in group relations, al

though the state is not limited to the role of referee in 

the group conflict. "It is established to promote norma

tive goals, as custodian of the consensus, and to help form-

ulate those goals, as well as to police the agreed rules." 

The Neo-Calhounist Application 
of Group Theory 

A number of political scientists who accept the gen

eral framework of group theory have attempted to establish 

Calhoun's political theory as a theoretical foundation for 

their interpretation. They maintain that Calhoun perceived 

the policy-making process as one in which policies were the 

outcome of compromise between significant, primarily eco

nomic, interest groups. They have adopted the theory of 

concurrent majority based on the general framework of group 

theory as the organizing principle of American politics. 

These writers belong to a movement which Richard N. Current 

.,37 
described as "neo-Calhounism. 

These writers maintain that Calhoun's view of sov

ereignty was like that of the group theorists. Calhoun's 

theory of Nullification was an assertion of the sovereignty 

of the interest group, not the state. In Calhoun's day the 
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negative took the form of state interposition to prevent the 

enforcement of federal law. Today's economic interests, 

unlike the states, are unlocalized and their vetoes are 

expressed through strikes, injunctions, and the general 

activities of pressure groups. In this country we have, in 

fact, a kind of "functional representation" which operates 

on a principle essentially the same as the concurrent major

ity of Calhoun. Passing economic legislation involves the 

38 approval of those interest groups directly affected. 

Many of the neo-Calhounists have taken their cue from 

writers such as V. L. Parrington who hinted at this inter

pretation in a passage comparing Calhoun with John Adams. 

Parrington wrote that the two "agreed in fundamental prin

ciple that property will rule by reason of its inherent 

power, and that political power is attainable only by a 

calculated system of checks and balances, which provides 

39 
each important group with a defensive veto." 

Magaret Coit was sympathetic with this view and entitled 

her concluding chapter on Calhoun "Minority Champion." She 

insisted that the thrust of Calhoun's philosophy was that it 

emphasized a political system in which interest group con

flict pervaded--where minority groups were threatened con-

40 
stantly by majority tyranny. Another prominent endorsement 

of this view comes from Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., who de

scribed Calhoun's work as a "brilliant and penetrating 
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study of modern society, whose insights remain vital for 

• 4. ,,41 any society. 

Henry S. Kariel, a well-known critic of the group the

ory interpretation of American politics, assumes that 

Calhoun's view of society is a pluralistic one. He states 

that "with the exception of the Federalist Papers and 

Calhoun's Disquisition . . . we have formulated no system-

42 
atic apologetics for either pluralism or federalism." 

The thesis of neo-Calhounism was first put forth most 

literally by Charles M. Wiltse. Wiltse probably claims the 

most exhausting familiarity with Calhoun, having written a 

scholarly multi-volume biography of him. Wiltse states 

that Calhoun insisted that the exercise of sovereign power 

by free governments was conditional upon the concurrence of 

the will of each group. Wiltse stated that Calhoun's the

ory of requiring majorities of each significant group in 

the country to concur before a measure can be passed, "while 

rejected in theory, has nevertheless been largely realized 

„43 
on important matters m practice. 

John Fischer wrote one of the most notable articles on 

this subject in 1948 for Harper's Magazine. The article, 

entitled "Unwritten Rules of American Politics," expounds 

the theme that Calhoun saw United States society as a col

lection of interests, and that the central problem of Ameri

can politics was to hold these groups together. To that 
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end compromise was necessary; but no real compromise could 

be possible if coercion attended every decision. Therefore, 

concurrent majority, which Fischer defined as "a unanimous 

44 
agreement of all interested parties," offered, a solution. 

Because the goad of the slavery issue drove Calhoun to 

state his doctrine in an extreme and unworkable form, 

Fischer believed, the principle of concurrent majority had 

never been operationalized legally or officially. But it 

45 could, and did, operate informally. Fischer also described 

various conditions necessary for concurrent majority to work 

properly. All interest groups must abide by certain rules 

of the game, the first of which is that every group be will

ing to tolerate the opinions of every other group. No group 

can press its interests where it seriously endangers the in

terests of other groups. Also, each group must exercise its 

veto with discretion or the other groups will turn on it, 

as, for example, happened to the South in 1860, to business 

interests in 1933, and to labor upon passage of the Taft-

46 
Hartley Act in 1947. 

Furthermore, Fischer described rather specifically the 

methods by which concurrent majority is operationalized. 

He rather surprisingly stated that no important bloc should 

ever be voted down in Congress on any matter of primary 

47 importance to it—at least under normal circumstances. 

He then explained how concurrent majority applies to various 

formal institutions of government. 
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But he believed the stronghold of concurrent majority 

was the American political party because the purpose of the 

party was to unite the largest possible number of interest 

groups. Contrary to European parties, whose purpose was to 

provide ideological alternatives, the American party has no 

permanent program or fixed aim except to win elections. 

Its purpose is to unite the "largest possible number of 

divergent interest groups in the pursuit of power. Its 

unity is one of compromise, not of dogma." 

Therefore, a major party cannot afford to alienate any 

of the "big, established interest groups," or it will find 

49 
itself "in a state of crisis." "For the permanent veto of 

any jnajor element in American society means political death 

50 

. . . ." Thus, Fischer believed the primary qualifica

tion for a political candidate was his "eligibility," i.e., 

his ability to secure endorsements from the most significant 

interests. 

The concept of party incorporation of different inter

ests can be seen very clearly in the organizational frame

work of Congress. Fischer can hardly be refuted when he 

states that anyone who has ever tried to push through a 

piece of legislation very quickly discovers that "the basic 

units of organization of Capital Hill are not the parties, 

but the so-called blocs, which are familiar to everyone who 
52 

reads a newspaper." This is not to say that the 
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"organization" of Congress is not controlled strictly by 

party caucuses in coordination with the principle of senior

ity. These caucuses are entirely extra-legal in their 

development and function, but their concern with actual law

making is very real indeed. It is the caucus that selects 

the leaders, agrees on policies and legislative measures, 

designates the members to be elected to standing committees, 

and controls and supervises the reports of important 

53 
committees. 

Despite their potential control, the party leaders, 

with a few exceptions, leave to the various committees 

great freedom of action concerning most bills. It is a 

well-known fact that Congressional committees do most of the 

legislative work. Herring tells us that "In most measures 

with which the committees are concerned, partisan consider-

54 
ations have little weight." Most legislators tend to vote 

on given measures according to their effects on different 

groups or blocs with which the legislator most intensively 

identifies v/ith. Thus it is imperative the legislation be 

innocuous to interests that comprise the Congressional party 

structure. 

Other writers were drawn by the neo-Calhounist explana

tion of political behavior. Peter Drucker more or less 

paraphrased Fischer in his article titled, "Key to American 

Politics: Calhoun's Pluralism," as he explained that the 



62 

essence of concurrent majority is that it cannot be made 

legal and official. Calhoun's insistence that concurrent 

majority be applied legally is one of the major reasons why 

his thesis has not been generally recognized. Legal sanc

tion of the theory would create conditions similar to those 

in the United Nations Security Council where the veto pos-

55 sessed by the major powers makes government impossible. 

Drucker also attempted to explain why there have been cases 

where important measures were passed over the obvious pro

tests of major interests. Certain measures passed during 

the New Deal led him to observe that "subordination of a 

major interest is possible, but only in a 'temporary emer-

gency.'" By presenting programs which their sponsors 

labeled convincingly as "temporary emergency measures," the 

New Dealers could override "the extraconstitutional veto of 

57 
the business interests." 

There have been more recent scholars who have expressed 

a neo-Calhounist interpretation of concurrent majority. In 

1972 David Potter published a series of lectures entitled 

The South and Concurrent Majority in which he maintained 

that until 1932 the South was relatively effective in using 

a system of concurrent majority to manipulate the processes 

of government. Southerners, desiring to maintain a biracial 

58 
system, were able to express a veto through the organiza
tional and procedural structure of Congress and through 
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59 their control of the Democratic party. But it is crucial 

to observe that Southern control was possible only while 

the Southerners were a majority in a minority party. Since 

1932 every Democratic Presidential victory has been accomp

lished by majorities outside the South as well as within 

it. All but one were accomplished by majorities that made 

fin 
Southern support unnecessary. The fact that the South had 

numerical strength within its own party is vital to under

standing its ability to check legislation, particularly in 

the area of civil rights. 

In 1972, Erwin L. Levine wrote that "the principle of 

concurrent majority was solid and sound, not only in the 

first half of the nineteenth century, but remains today 

firmly embedded as an accurate, instrumental description of 

fil 
the American political system." He emphatically asserts 

that "the concurrent majority principle is the way we now 

fi"? 

conduct our affairs." Furthermore, to operate the prin

ciple does not require "immiediate, unanimous agreement," 

but simply a concurrence or consensus which is brought 

fi ̂  
about by political bargaining among all the minorities. 

Levine's question about concurrent majority can be empir

ically tested: "Are there any substantial determined 

minorities without whose participation and compliance with 

a decision would result in that decision not being fully 
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and properly implemented? If there are, then the concurrent 

majority has not yet been reached . . . ," 

As a good neo-Calhounist, Levine displays distrust of 

majoritarianism because, he says, a manuvering majority 

would attempt to keep the minority permanent. Yet George 

Kateb, in his article "The Majority Principle: Calhoun and 

His Antecedents," declares that the principle of concurrent 

majority is workable "only with permanent minorities." 

Specifically, he meant that the interests for which concur

rence is necessary are defined with sufficient precision. 

If one is able to do this (and Calhoun never adamantly com

mitted himself to the task), the concurrence of each of 

these interests would be necessary to confer validity on 

concurrent majority as a working principle. Limited obser

vation and analysis of the process of political decision

making proves this is not often the case. 

We may observe, from the preceding arguments, that the 

theory of concurrent majority, after nearly a century, has 

become a significant descriptive tool for many writers. 

Scholars such as Charles V7iltse have again brought attention 

to it as the utilitarian device of dissatisfied minorities. 

Popular writers such as Fischer and Drucker have attempted 

to persuade us that political decisions come about by the 

patient attempts of government institutions to pacify all 

groups v/hich might be harmed by the outcome of such 
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decisions. And finally, we have seen how the neo-Calhounist 

theme, sitting nicely within the context of group theory, 

has been perpetuated by modern writers who view concurrent 

majority as a "accurate" description of the political system. 

The thesis of this project assumes that political deci

sions are made by successful but temporary coalitions of 

groups the memberships of which are overlapping. In other 

words, the operating principle of American politics is the 

numerical majority not concurrent majority. This thesis 

does not assume the invalidity of the group theory approach 

to politics, but simply the use of concurrent majority as a 

model for that approach. 

The next chapter will question the assumptions of those 

who interpret Calhoun's philosophy as a description of vari

ous unequivocal interests, each of which is protected by 

its possession of a negative power, either legal or extra

legal. As we examine the nature of conflict within today's 

society, we will observe that competing interests are not 

usually distinctive in membership or desires. The most we 

can expect from diverse and overlapping interests is their 

attempt to form temporary "numerical" majorities. 
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CHAPTER V 

A CRITIQUE OF CONCURRENT MAJORITY AS A 

MODERN DESCRIPTIVE TOOL 

There are two fundamental fallacies that quickly emerge 

if an attempt is made to utilize concurrent majority as a 

descriptive tool. First, the misinterpretation of Calhoun's 

use of "veto" causes problems for those attempting to make 

a theoretical foundation of concurrent majority. The 

essence of the doctrine is that no policies are arrived at 

except through the concurrence of significant interests. 

Thus it is impossible to say that the neo-Calhounists' 

references to the veto accurately describe the modern polit

ical decision-making process. Levine's empirical test, 

referred to in Chapter IV, showed that concurrent majority 

can only be reached when all "substantial determined minor

ities" concur. Second, it remains a fact that concurrent 

majority, correctly interpreted, does not fit logically into 

the context of modern political conflict. 

Misinterpretation of the Veto 

At this point it becomes a relatively simple exercise to 

describe examples which provide empirical evidence which 

cast doubts on the neo-Calhounists' interpretation. Plausi

bly, labor qualified as a substantial minority in 1947 when 

2 
Congress passed the Taft-Hartley Act. VJhere was labor's 

71 
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veto power? What became of the business "veto" during the 
3 

years the New Dealers were in power? Surely the deep South 

constituted a significant minority at the time of the pas

sage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The political party 

is supposedly the stronghold of the concurrent majority 

principle; yet significant interests were defeated with 

the Democratic nomination of Hubert Humphrey in 1968. 

These examples demonstrate that in the process of mak

ing political decisions it is impossible to appease every 

minority: not even the most obvious ones. In fact, the 

opposite is usually the case. To create policy it is neces

sary for minorities to construct working majorities. While 

forming these combinations, it becomes necessary to respect 

the demands of other groups. To the extent that any minor

ity can get concessions from other minorities in forming a 

majority, to that extent the "veto" of the minority is 

4 

effective. This constitutes a partially concurring pro

cess. However, this does not constitute a process in which 

all "substantial determined minorities" concur, which is 

the crux of concurrent majority. 

This process was familiar to Calhoun; he described it 

in the Disquisition. Different interests will struggle to 

get control of the government. "If no one interest be 

strong enough, of itself, to obtain it, a combination will 

be formed between those whose interests are most alike— 



73 

each conceding something to the others, until a sufficient 
5 

number is obtained to make a majority." Calhoun v/as 

attempting to alter this process by devising the system of 

concurrent majority; a system whereby all interests had to 

be pacified. But the fact remains that this system of com

bination of similar interests was the operating principle 

in his day as it is in ours. Essentially it was and is 

rule by the numerical majority. 

In his study of the Eighteenth and Eighty-first Con

gresses and their attempts to enact legislation dealing with 

the basing-point system of quoting delivered prices. Earl 

Latham describes the real processes of decision-making. 

Although every statute tends to represent compromises and 

the accommodation of group conflict is one of deliberation 

and consent, "the legislative vote on any issue tends to 

represent the composition of strength, that is, the balance 

of power, among the contending groups at the moment of 

voting." What may be called public policy is the equilib

rium reached in the struggle at any given time, and it 

represents a balance which contending groups constantly 
7 

strive to weight in their favor. In this process, it is 

clear that interests or blocs can be defeated. In fact, 

they can be routed. Such groups do not possess a veto on 

the proposals and acts that affect them. What such inter

ests do possess when they are defeated is the right to make 
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new combinations that will support a new effort to rewrite 

the rules in their favor. 

Latham helps to clarify the veto concept, saying that 

in the functions groups perform, it is clear that no minor-
o 

ity exercises a "veto" on legislation that affects it. 

"The assumption that there is a minority veto must show that 

minorities can always exercise it, as they do in the U.N. 
9 

Security Council, and that no minority is without it." 

Latham's analysis can be applied just as easily to the 

nominating process of political parties. In Chapter IV it 

was pointed out that Fischer believed the stronghold of 

concurrent majority was the party. In its drive to win 

elections the party would nominate the candidate who most 

proved his "eligibility." This eligibility referred to the 

candidate's ability to gain the support of the most signif

icant interests. But a close examination of the nominating 

process shows that it is the Presidential primary which 

determines the "eligibility" of a Presidential candidate, 

and not the approval of all previously determined interests. 

Levine describes the Presidential primary as a "recent ab

erration" in the principle of concurrent majority. What 

he labels as an "aberration" simply reflects what has always 

been political reality. A candidate is nominated because he 

is supported by what appears to be the dominant coalition, 

and not the concurrence of all m.ajor interest groups. 
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It seems particularly inappropriate to credit concur

rent majority as the operating principle of political 

parties, as Calhoun himself denounced the bargaining and 

logrolling that was characteristic of party conventions. 

In 1847 he was particularly fearful that Southern slave

holders would be forced into a coalition with abolitionists 

in supporting the same candidate on the Democratic ticket. 

Because of this he renounced nominating conventions as 

"irresponsible bodies" and urged Southerners to unite in a 

strictly Southern party. He refused to be satisfied with 

the combination of interests unless all interests were con

sulted and their approval secured. 

New Interpretation of Concurrent 
Majority Ignores Different Nature 
of Conflict T'nen and Now 

To attribute to Calhoun a description of the current 

practices of the political process is then to misuse the 

term concurrent majority and make it mean what Calhoun most 

detested, that is, the numerical majority, or a combination 

of the majorities of many or even most but not all inter

ests. But even more than this, the new interpretation of 

concurrent majority ignores the nature of conflict as it 

existed in Calhoun's time, and as it exists today. Contrary 

to what the neo-Calhounists maintain, Calhoun viewed con

flict in basically dualist rather than pluralist terms. 
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The application of concurrent majority seemed viable because 

12 Calhoun was presented with a "permanent minortiy." 

Richard Hofstader accused Calhoun of trying to give the 

Southern cause a "masquerade of respectability" by speaking 

primarily of the minority against the "tyranny of the major-
13 

ity." But the nature of conflict, that is, the reality 

of Southern minority interests, made Calhoun's description 

understandable. According to the group theorists, conflict 

in the modern political system is consistent with fluctu

ating majorities, Calhoun was justified in believing that 

the North was becoming a frozen majority. Majorities fluc

tuate only when deep social conflicts do not freeze them 

14 

into a permanent position. Concurrent majority was de

vised as a solution to this profound social cleavage. Thus 

it becomes obvious that a solution so devised cannot be 

applied to our own society where conflict is of a totally 

different character. 

David Truman describes the fallacies of applying con

current majority as a modern descriptive tool. He declares 

that both Calhoun and his present-day followers assume that 

the groups they are discussing have a "monolithic character." 

The latter ignore the concept of overlapping membership as 
15 a vital element in the dynamics of political behavior. 

Richard Hofstadler explains that there was little place 

in Calhoun's philosophy for social change. His conception 
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of the interest structure of American politics was static 

and inflexible. Hofstader himself believes that the nature 

of our political system is "a process of pluralistic adjust

ment among multiple interests.""'-̂  Calhoun's political 

analysis was essentially dualistic not pluralistic. He 

speaks primarily of "the minority against the tyranny of 

"the majority" thus giving the concept of concurrent major-

17 Ity workability. 

George Kateb elaborates on the possibility of making 

concurrent majority workable listing a number of "condi

tions" necessary to its implementation. He begins by saying 

that Calhoun and all those who attack majoritarianism do so 

in the name of justice. Concurrent majority makes unanimity 

the required condition for all measures that affect impor

tant interests, measures that carry with them the possibil-

18 ity of injustice. But in order to successfully defend 

curtailing the majority principle, the interests protected 

must be clearly identifiable. Otherwise, it could not be 

said with enough certainty who stands to benefit, and who 

stands to suffer, from any policy. Another important con

dition is that each interest must be more or less homogenous 

—the people are like-minded in their view of what serves 

their interest. Unless this condition holds, the interest 

can be seen as a cluster of interests. Any in the cluster 

may have more in common with other interests or parts of 
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interests than it does with those who are nominally included 

with it in the same interest. This would result in its suf

fering injustice, whereas the structure of concurrent major

ity supposedly obstructs injustice. "'•̂  

Another very important and very obvious condition is 

the need for an interest to exercise the veto only when it 

is threatened by a situation which will do it "grave and 
2 0 

irreparable injustice." Ignoring this condition would 

result in turning concurrent majority into an instrument for 

minority control over the majority. This minority tyranny 

is described by Dahl who discusses its role in checking posi

tive government action. A minority, by using its veto, may 

effectively check a government policy necessary to alleviate 

some deprivation of freedom such as child labor or bad 

, . 21 housing. 

To deny effectively that these conditions exist it is 

necessary to perceive conditions that really do exist, that 

is, to describe the nature of modern political conflict. 

Calhoun made his interests identifiable only to the point 

of defining majorities and minorities and strove to destroy 

the tyranny of majority rule. As the principle of majority 

rule was the primary operating principle in the politics of 

his day, so it is in ours. But we v/ill not make the mistake 

of identifying the majority as though it were homogeneous 

and organic in its nature. We cannot treat it as though it 
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were a single uniform entity. The fact is that a majority 

is neither organic nor usually homogeneous. On the contrary, 

there is frequently as wide a difference in attitude and 

opinion among various members of "the majority" as there is 

between some members of the majority and some members of 

the minority. Herbert McClosky states that to assign to so 

ambiguous an entity as the "majority" the complete "power 

to determine without limitation the very foundations of the 

polity, is to sacrifice reality for formality." 

Louis Hartz describes ours as "one of the tamest, mild

est, and most unimaginative majorities in modern political 

history." This is because Americans have betrayed "fanat

ical terror" of pure majoritarianism and have bound it down 

23 

with a stringent set of restrictions. But these restric

tions are not necessarily applied in a formal sense. They 

can also be self-imposed; that is, they simply reflect the 

dynamics of American society. Both the nature of majorities 

themselves and the rules imposed by the American tradition 

provide limits on majority rule and prevent what Calhoun 

concept i-all zed as majority tyranny. 

The idea that majorities are fluctuating and tem.porary 

is set forth as an empirical concept by Truman in his de

scription of "overlapping membership." This concept revolves 

around the individual who is involved in a variety of differ

ent "actual and potential groups" and v/hose personal 
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experience is totally unique. Consequently, the members of 

a single group will perceive the group's claims in terms of 

a diversity of frames of reference. As a group attempts to 

accommodate different loyalties, the original claim of the 
O A 

group may be altered. The alteration and fluxation of 

group claims will result in alterations in the compositions 

of a coalition or majority. Truman uses the concept of 

overlapping membership to explain why stable policy can be 

established in the midst of a multiplicity of interest 

groups with conflicting demands. The explanation is that 

memberships in organized and potential interest groups over

lap bringing about conformities and restraints upon inter

est groups on pain of dissolution or failure. 

Ir his book The Legislative Struggle Bertram Gross re

iterates this concept. Instead of standing alone in tight 

isolation, most groups develop close relations with other 

groups, forming an intricate pattern of clusters and coali

tions. "Overlapping membership is the rule rather than 
26 

the exception." Nor can the purposes of groups be fitted 

into isolated areas such as economic, political, sectional, 

religious, or nationalistic---most groups tend to represent 

27 a combination. Just as the memberships and claims of 

groups are constantly shifting, so are the character and 

shape of their respective combinations. So we see that the 

nature of conflict involves the forming and re-forming of 
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numerical majorities. Groups are in a state of constant 

activity, pushing and pulling at one another, forming and 

re-forming offensive and defensive alliances, splitting 

apart, dissolving and disappearing, with new groups and 

new alignments forever being formed. 

To say that this was the nature of political conflict 

in Calhoun's time as well as ours, and, consequently that 

Calhoun sought to construct an alternative which ignored 

reality, is inaccurate. To a certain extent, the process 

of forming temporary coalitions by means of logrolling did 

occur. Yet because of the profound social and political 

cleavage between the North and South, there was absent in 

Calhoun's time a necessary ingredient for modern conflict 

resolution: this ingredient is best described as funda

mental consensus. 

It is impossible to account for the dynamics of con

flict and its resolution by saying only that majorities are 

temporary. There must also be a kind of fundamental con

sensus that underlies political activity to achieve a real 

stabilization of conflict. George Kateb states that a 

lack of consensus is one of the conditions necessary for 

28 
concurrent majority. Thus, we are able to understand the 

historical perspective of Calhoun's theory. 

Several writers have attempted to define this concept 

of fundamental consensus. It is generally taken to be 
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primarily a procedural consensus. Bentley calls it the 

"habit background" or "rules of the game." These rules of 

the game are behavior patterns established in conflicts of 

the past but no longer questioned by most groups in the 
29 

system. Truman describes part of the habit background in 

the U.S. as consisting of the "democratic mold."^° The 

democratic mold suggests that certain rules and procedures 

will be followed in group activities such as written con

stitutions, periodic elections of key officials, broad 

participation by the membership of a group in policy-making, 

either directly or through representatives and so on. In 

this respect, the democratic mold restrains just about all 
31 groups in the U.S. and thus becomes a stabilizing force. 

Herbert McCloskey also maintains that in order to pre

vent absolute majority rule, there must be the elaboration 

of a set of rules that is known and agreed to by all. He 

declares that the most important of these rules—the one in 

which all the other rules may be subsumed, is the rule that 

the majority must be freely-arrived-at, that is, the oppor

tunity must be kept open for individuals to form themselves, 

for legal purposes, into majorities. In other words, 

McCloskey tells us that the most important rule of the game 

for the majority principle is that it not be allov;ed to 

negate itself. "The principle of majority rule is consis

tent with democracy only if it is defined as setting limits 



83 

32 

upon the majority." The "compact" implicit in every demo

cratic system is that the majority shall prevail "providing 

it observes the rules which gave it, initially, the right 

33 to govern." 

Harold Laski gives an economic interpretation to the 

concept of fundamental consensus. According to Laski, a 

government can impose its will upon the citizens of a con

stitutional democracy only so long as those citizens are in 

fundamental agreement concerning the foundations of the 

economic system. He states that, "as long as capitalism is 

able to expand economic opportunities, it can pursue a 

policy of concessions and satisfy the popular demand for 

34 
greater material comfort." Although it is unreasonable 

to reduce the fundamental consensus to purely economic con

ditions, it is very obvious that economics remain a signif

icant element of that consensus. 

It is important that this fundamental consensus not be 

confused with the "general will" or the "public interest." 

There is no such thing as a comprehensive general will, but 

35 
only a composite of the group wills that compose society. 

The only way in which a fundamental procedural consensus 

could be conceived as the interest of the whole is to the 

extent that it perpetuates the continued existence of the 

3 6 
system to v/hi.ch the groups belong. 
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So one realizes when one examines Calhoun in his par

ticular historical situation that conflict in his time is 

not comparable to our own. Calhoun fashioned in concurrent 

majority a solution to the particular type of conflict that 

he faced. The majority he envisioned was a frozen majority, 

one that must have truly seemed organic and homogeneous. 

Truman says that a group's claims change as it accommodates 

diversified loyalties. But it is obviously incorrect to 

assume that the majority of Calhoun's day—and by majority 

we mean those sections outside the South—would have altered 

their original claim of opposing slavery. Membership in the 

North and South did not overlap and their respective claims 

did not shift. Instead of being a temporary phenomenon, 

the Northern majority seemed to the South a permanent and 

ominous majority. Equally inapplicable is the concept of 

a fundamental consensus. It is impossible to say that 

there was a procedural consensus, since the principle of 

concurrent majority is, more than anything else, an attempt 

to redesign policy-making procedures. The threat to their 

"peculiar institution" was conceived by the South as a 

threat to their economic as well as their social structure. 

Consequently, Laski's criterion for an economic consensus, 

one in which the citizens are in fundamental agreement con

cerning the foundations of the economic system, was 

obviously not fulfilled. Most importantly, Calhoun felt 
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that the principle of majority rule in the U.S. no longer 

was consistent with Democracy because it was no longer 

limited. The principle of majority rule had been allowed 

to "negate itself." The purpose of concurrent majority was 

to restore these limitations in the form of fundamental pro

cedural changes. Over and over Calhoun insisted that the 

majority had desecrated the very rules which gave it the 

right to govern, that is, specifically the Constitution 

which declared the sovereignty of the states. 

For these reasons it seems farfetched to suggest that 

concurrent majority has become politically operational. 

Those interests who are presumed to exercise a veto cannot 

usually be precisely identified, at least for a significant 

period of time. The very concept of concurrent majority 

has been misconstrued to mean, in effect, numerical major

ity. For to insist on anything less than unanimity is to 

construct a coalition or a numerical majority. It has 

already been established that policies do not acquire the 

unanimous concurrence of even the most obvious interests, 

V7e must also conclude that there does exist v/ithin this 

country a procedural and economic consensus, at least to 

the point v/here there are no dramatic cleavages. By ignor

ing the nature of the conflict for which concurrent major

ity was conceived, proponents of neo-Calhounism are guilty 

of carelessness and expediency. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this thesis has been twofold. The first 

and most important object has been to illustrate the fallacy 

of employing the theory of concurrent majority as a descrip

tive model of the American political process. Not only has 

there been an error in attempting to apply this theory in 

the technical sense, i.e., a misinterpretation of the prin

ciples of the veto concept; but there has also been the 

application of concurrent majority to patterns of conflict 

for which it was not originally conceived and for which it 

is inappropriate. 

The second purpose of this project has developed as an 

outcome of the first: that is, to show that concurrent 

majority is a normative rather than an empirical system. 

The study of different historical patterns of conflict 

leads to a growing awareness of the essentially normative 

nature of descriptive and prescriptive political theory. 

It may be recalled that Garson described the history of 

political science as "the gradual encroachment of ideas 

rather than the sequential building of scientific study 

upon scientific study. "•"' Concurrent majority, like group 

theory, has been part of the perennial search for "the most 

nearly correct framework." They have both constituted 

89 
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normatively premised perspectives. The actual operation of 

American politics has displayed, in varying degrees, the 

practices associated with the group perspective. Concepts 

such as overlapping membership, habit background, and pro

cedural consensus, although not absolute in their claims 

to reality, have provided useful conceptual tools for politi

cal inquiry. 

The neo-Calhounists have argued that Calhoun was one 

of the first American political theorists to describe 

empirically the nature of conflict and from the description 

develop a prescriptive theory. Yet, it has been shown by 

this thesis that Calhoun redefined his theory of representa

tion as historical necessity dictated. He first associated 

interests with the states. But as the South became preg

nable, he changed his definition to specify only the dual 

interests of the sections. Thus the basis for labeling con

current majority an empirical prescriptive theory appears 

untenable. 

One is reminded of Laski and his abandonment of the 

pluralist conception of sovereignty. By 1925, Laski's 

focus had shifted away from the sovereignty of groups, and 

he had begun to emphasize a state planning solution to the 

problem of coordination of groups within the sovereign 
2 

state. The banner of empirical description had been 

lowered, unmasking an implicit and unexamined normative 
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system. Calhoun believed in much the same way, as did those 

who called themselves neo-Calhounists. 

It is presumptuous to assume that political proposi

tions or empirical frameworks explain adequately the polit

ical behavior of human beings. Group theory, like 

concurrent majority and classic pluralism has originated 

from basically normative premises. The increasing complex

ity and rapid change in modern society has created a ten

dency to cooperate among individuals on behalf of their 

shared interests. The groups look to government for aid 

and cooperation in order to secure their own private pur-
3 

poses in society. The group theorists view the political 

system as a multiplicity of significant variables. The 

relationships among the variables are constantly shifting, 

and "one can assume that often more than two of the vari-

4 
ables will be found in a complex conflict relationship." 

Hence, the group theorists assume "multilateral conflict." 

It is obvious that group theory has not been entirely ade

quate in explaining all political phenomena, but it has 

had, and remains to have, significant explanatory value. 

Although Darryl Baskin is critical of the group approach, 

he states that group theory ". . . is viewed by most Ameri

cans as compellingly attractive and seemingly in possession 

of self-evident truth by virtue of its compatibility with 

5 the orientations that shape American power practices." 
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It has not been the intentions of this thesis to chal

lenge the concepts of group theory. Indeed, the approach 

of this project has been to display cautious support for 

this view and its usefulness. This approach has intended, 

rather, to question those who insist on placing concurrent 

majority within the framework of group theory. In order to 

pursue this questioning, the nature of conflict as it 

existed in Calhoun's day and as it exits in ours had to be 

explored. Calhoun's theory was sharply distinct from that 

of traditional American theory based primarily on the prop

ositions of John Locke. The reason for this was that 

Locke's theory of Social Contract, and his focus on the 

individual and his natural rights, were entirely incompat

ible with Calhoun's need to defend the social and economic 

system of the South. 

Calhoun's method of implementing his theory was to 

appeal to the sovereignty of the states as expressed 

through the Constitution. He was not advocating a plural

istic mode of state sovereignty in the sense that he no 

longer maintained the sovereignty of the state. He believed 

most fervently in the preservation of order and the absence 

of anarchy. it seems doubtful to say that he supported a 

system of "functional" representation except where this 

system would protect the "functions" of the South. 
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It would be inaccurate not to assign Calhoun a measure 

of relevance. However utilitarian his theory was, he 

helped to broaden the scope of political inquiry. This was 

accomplished by his shift of focus from the individual to 

that of groups or factions, a practice which had not 

occurred since Madison. It is generally conceded that his 

description of man's nature as basically social and self-

serving was a fairly accurate one. He was the first to 

make a respectable attempt at discrediting theories of 

natural rights—theories, which in their traditional sense 

are not generally accepted today by political philosophers. 

Along these lines, it should be noted that concurrent 

majority has been applied most accurately to the circum

stances for which it was devised. After the Civil War, 

until 1932, the South effectively vetoed all Civil Rights 

legislation in its efforts to maintain a system of white 

supremacy. As pointed out earlier, during this time the 

Southerners were a majority in a minority party. This was 

not the sort of veto that Calhoun envisioned for nullifica

tion, but it v;as relatively effectively expressed through 

the organizational and procedural structure of Congress 

and through the party nominating conventions. In 1933, the 

Democratic party ended its tv/o-thirds rule for nominations , 

and the South's veto capacity in this respect was substan

tially reduced. 
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The attempts made by political scientists to integrate 

descriptive theories is an admirable trend. Political 

science must always strive to develop a multifaceted 

approach which incorporates the many strands of the disci

pline's past. Yet this process of incorporation should be 

done very carefully v/ith an explicit comparison of the dif

ferent models of conflict. David Garson renders a point 

for a cautious approach. 

The very purpose of theory is to simplify all-too-
complex reality by discarding less important infor
mation until what is left can be utilized to 
understand and to predict . . . . [W]hat is dan
gerous for a discipline is not selection per se, 
but rather the making of that selection without 
sufficient explicit consideration of the criteria 
for shifting premises, questions, and terms.7 

It is with such prudent consideration that political inquiry 

should proceed, and the lack of such prudence is precisely 

where the neo-Calhounists have made their mistake. 
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