
Robert Dahl, How Democratic is the American Constitution?
Extra credit essay questions for Poli 01 honors students
Please craft clear, concise, comprehensive responses to the following questions. The assignment is due Thursday, week 9.
1. In chapter 2, Dahl (p. 15-20) outlines seven important shortcomings of the Framers’ Constitution, including: (a) slavery, (b) suffrage, (c) election of the president, (d) choosing senators, (e) equal representation in the Senate, (f) judicial power, and (g) Congressional power. Briefly describe how each is undemocratic.
2. Dahl goes on to describe the democratic changes to the Framers’ Constitution (p. 26-31), including: (a) amendments (Bill of Rights, 13th, 14th, 15th, 16th, 17th, 19th, 24th and 26th amendments) and (b) changes in political practices and institutions (political parties and the electoral college). Briefly describe each of them.   

3. Dahl (p. 41-72) argues the U.S. constitutional system is unique among older democracies. Not only is it federal, bicameral, and unequal in representation, but it is marked by strong judicial review, plurality elections, a two-party system, and presidentialism. Briefly describe Dahl’s critique of (a) unequal representation, (b) judicial review of legislation, and (c) plurality (first-past-the-post) elections.
4. Describe each of what Dahl (p. 79-82) calls “inherent democratic defects” of the electoral college, including (a) popular votes versus electoral votes, (b) winning with a minority of popular votes, (c) losing though preferred by a majority, and (d) unequal representation of voters. Describe (e) the three disadvantages of winner-take-all according to Dahl (p. 82-83) and his conclusions as to (f) “what we should do” and (g) “what we can do” about the electoral college (p. 86-87).
5. (a) Briefly explain what Dahl (p. 115) means when he writes: “..our hybrid system, which is neither majoritarian nor proportional, may possess the advantages of neither and the defects of both. If it fails to ensure the fairness promised by the proportional vision, it also fails to provide the clear accountability by the majoritarian vision.” (b) How well does the U.S. constitutional system compare with other advanced democratic countries in terms of democratic effectiveness (p. 116-119)?
6. Briefly describe Dahl’s views as to: (a) how greater political equality comes about (p. 128-130), (b) why political equality is a justifiable goal (p. 130-132), and (c) why political equality does not threaten liberty (p. 132-139).

7.  In chapter 7, Dahl reflects on the prospects for a more democratic constitution (p. 141-157). Briefly describe his views on: (a) constitutional structures (including federalism, presidentialism, inequality in representation, and the electoral college), (b) rights (including rights, duties, opportunities, and resources), and (c) a democratic role for the Supreme Court. (d)  According to Dahl (p. 154-155), is significant change in the constitutional order possible? (e) Briefly describe the strategies Dahl (p. 155-157) recommends to “advance toward a fuller achievement of democratic processes, rights, liberties, opportunities, and resources…”
8. (a) What democratic principles does equal representation in the Senate (and unequal representation of citizens) violate according to Dahl (p. 162-163)? (b) What are the practical consequences (p. 163-164)? (c) What are the problems with winner-take-all elections and gerrymandering (p. 168-172), and how might they be addressed (p. 171-175)?
9. Explain what Dahl (p. 176) means when he writes: “Most Americans would probably agree that the basic rights necessary to democratic institutions should be fairly distributed among our citizens. But…democratic principles also require a fair distribution of opportunities to act on those rights and the political resources necessary if citizens are to be able to take advantage of the opportunities. Yet we have…huge disparities in the political resources that citizens require if they are to participate more effectively in campaigns, elections, and influencing policy.” 

