
Abstract: Pursuing the common good in a pluralist democracy is not possible without making compro-
mises. Yet the spirit of compromise is in short supply in contemporary American politics. The permanent
campaign has made compromise more dif½cult to achieve, as the uncompromising mindset suitable for
campaigning has come to dominate the task of governing. To begin to make compromise more feasible
and the common good more attainable, we need to appreciate the distinctive value of compromise and
recognize the misconceptions that stand in its way. A common mistake is to assume that compromise
requires ½nding the common ground on which all can agree. That undermines more realistic efforts to
seek classic compromises, in which each party gains by sacri½cing something valuable to the other, and
together they serve the common good by improving upon the status quo. Institutional reforms are desirable,
but they, too, cannot get off the ground without the support of leaders and citizens who learn how and
when to adopt a compromising mindset.
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Democratic politics should serve the common
good, which we understand as the goal of •main-
taining conditions and achieving objectivesŽ that
bene½t all members of society.1 The individual
components of the common good…such as a robust
economy or universal health care…are not neces-
sarily shared by everyone. But the goal is to secure
these goods for all, and to maintain a democratic
process that is vureTw
[osall. 



was then about to become Speaker of the
House following the Republican success
in the 2010 congressional elections:

JOHNBOEHNER: It means working together. 

LESLEYSTAHL: It also means compromising.

[ . . . ]

BOEHNER: I made clear I am not going to
compromise on my principles, nor am I
going to compromise . . . the will of the
American people.

STAHL: And you•re saying, •I want com-
mon ground, but I•m not going to compro-
mise.Ž I don•t understand that. I really don•t.

BOEHNER: When you say the word •com-
promiseŽ. . . a lot of Americans look up and
go, •Uh-oh, they•re going to sell me out.Ž 

[ . . . ]

STAHL: . . . you did compromise [to get all
the Bush tax cuts made permanent]?

BOEHNER: . . . we found common ground.STAHL



stage, the common ground turns into
fractured terrain.

Another problem with common ground
agreements is that trying to ½nd the usu-
ally small points of policy convergence is
likely to prove less effective in addressing
major issues than combining big ideas
from the partisans. Describing how they
managed to gather a majority on their
politically diverse commission on ½scal
responsibility, cochairs Alan Simpson
and Erskine Bowles emphasized the value
of •shared sacri½ceŽ that comes from
•bold and bigŽ compromises. •The more
comprehensive we made [our proposal],
the easier our job became,Ž they said.
•The tougher our proposal, the more
people came aboard. Commission mem-
bers were willing to take on their sacred
cows and ½ght special interests…but only
if they saw others doing the same and if
what they were voting for solved the
country•s problems.Ž6

The most serious problem with the pre-



So if compromise is to be achieved on
these major issues, we must value agree-
ments that are less morally coherent and
less politically appealing than those that
rest on common ground or an overlap-
ping consensus. The Tax Reform Act of
1986…the most comprehensive tax-reform
legislation in modern American history,
passed with bipartisan support under the
Reagan presidency…was a classic com-
promise. It combined some measures
(eliminating loopholes that favor the
wealthy) that reflected liberal principles
and others (lowering the marginal rates
on top incomes) that violated those prin-
ciples. The same measure also created a
conflict with conservative principles, but
in reverse. The Affordable Care Act of
2010…the most comprehensive health care
reform in recent American history…was
also a classic compromise. Though it was
forged within a single party, the compro-
mise displayed conspicuous tensions…
be tween whether the reform should or
should not offer a public option, for
example.

Governing a democracy without com-



Sharp ideological differences, for exam-
ple, would present less of an obstacle to
compromise were they not compounded
by the continual pressures of campaign-
ing that the uncompromising mindset
supports. Despite standing tenaciously
on the right and left wings of their par-
ties, Senators Orrin Hatch and Ted
Kennedy joined together to cosponsor
many signi½cant legislative initiatives,
including measures to improve health care. 

In an era characterized by the perma-
nent campaign, the balance in democratic
governing needs to shift toward the com-
promising mindset and the political com-
promises that it makes possible. The suc-
cess of democratic politics depends on
how elected leaders govern…and therefore
on their attitudes toward compromise.
But successful democracy also de pends
on the attitudes of citizens who elect the
leaders. They, too, must grasp the value of
compromise. 

Compromise is necessary and desirable
in a democracy…most Americans usually
agree. But particular compromises are con -
testable…most Americans usually want
to contest them. Within limits, a popular
posture in democratic politics is: say yes
to compromise, but no to compromises.





promise in democratic politics from
being appreciated. Politicians and citi-
zens tend to discount the general value of
compromise when they come to make
decisions about particular compromises.
To give compromise its due, we need to
connect its general value to decisions
about particular compromises, and then
empower this value to influence negotia-
tions.

Why should we be concerned that con-
temporary American politics makes com -
promise so dif½cult? After all, some com-
promises are undesirable, and politicians
should sometimes stand resolutely on
their principles and oppose legislation
that violates those principles. The chief
reason to be concerned is that the greater
the resistance to compromise, the greater
the bias in favor of the status quo. 

Privileging the status quo does not
mean that nothing changes. It simply
means that politicians allow outside
forces…the market, expiring agreements,
social movements…to control the change.
The status quo includes both the current
state of affairs and the state that results
from political inaction. In the deeply
divided politics of 2011, rejecting con-
gressional compromise on raising the
debt ceiling would not have left the econ-
omy unchanged. Similarly, after the 2012
election, rejecting compromise on tax
increases and spending cuts would have
allowed economic changes that few
wished to see. A status quo bias in politics
can result in stasis; it can also produce
unintended and undesirable change.

The status quo offers no assurance even
of stability, let alone of political progress
by any standard. The ½rst value of compro-
mise in practice is that it enables improve -
ments in the existing and ongoing state of
affairs. Democratic politics, which repre-
sents conflicting points of view, cannot
produce change without some mutual

accommodation. Without compromise
on health care, taxation, and other major
issues, the status quo prevails, even when
it preserves a policy that does not serve
the common good, or produces conse-
quences that create a major crisis.

The key question to ask of any compro-
mise: does the proposal (or any feasible
alternative) represent an improvement
over the status quo? This question in
effect brings the general value of compro-
mise to bear on the decision about a par-
ticular compromise. Although compro-
mises are typically seen as, and often are,
the products of unprincipled bargaining
and reinforcements of the prevailing bal-
ance of power, they are also the pri-
mary…and often the only…means by
which democratic politics can improve
on the status quo.

In some cases, the status quo may be
preferable to any of the proposed alterna-
tives. Some political scientists have ob -
served that legislative inertia induced by
resistance to compromise may not be a
problem when voters do not want Con-
gress to act…for example, during the
period of large budget surpluses in the
late 1990s. But they also recognize that it
becomes a serious problem when voters
•believe the government should take
some action to alleviate a problem.Ž18

There can also be reasonable disagree-
ment about whether a particular com-
promise actually is an improvement over
the current state of affairs. Opponents of
a health care compromise, for example,
might agree that it would improve on the
current system, but might also believe
that accepting the compromise will pre-
vent an even more desirable reform in the
future. Or opponents may think that
accepting the compromise now will lead
to b now wi common goodT8leadr 



system. Admittedly, there may be good
reasons for opposing a particular com-
promise, but they do not support a gen -
eral resistance to compromise. They do
not create the presumption against com-
promise that animates the uncompromis-
ing mindset and that dominates contem-
porary American politics.

General resistance to compromise pre-
sumes that the status quo is always
preferable to compromise, or that it is
always a mistake to yield something to
your political adversaries, even when
they are willing to yield something to you.
Privileging the status quo in this way is
not consistent with either a principled
liberal or a principled conservative polit-
ical perspective. Liberals do not always
favor the change that compromise can
bring, and conservatives do not always
oppose it. The same holds for moderates,
libertarians, socialists, and other advo-
cates of principled political ideologies.
The value of a compromise should be
weighed against whether the new poli-
cies advance both sides• principles com-
pared with what the status quo produces.

Resistance to compromise is often rooted
in the fact that the costs of not compro-
mising are never equal for all parties. The
costs of refusing compromise depend on



bene½t from a particular compromise,
but also diminishes the prospects for
future compromises. When parties enter
into negotiations in bad faith, deliberately
misrepresent their opponents• positions,
and refuse to cooperate even on matters
on which they could “nd agreement, they
undermine the relationships that are nec-
essary to sustain any morally justi“able
democracy under the modern conditions
of deep and persistent disagreement.

Recognizing these two values of com-
promise…that it enables mutually bene½ -
cial improvements and promotes mutually
respectful politics…may still not be
suf½cient to tip the balance in favor of 
a particular compromise. To understand
fully the case for compromise, it is neces-
sary to appreciate the fact that any spe -
ci½c compromise will by its nature be
vulnerable to criticisms from all sides.

The philosopher George Santayana, a
friend of compromise, captured the dual
nature of the aversion to it: it is •odious
to passionate natures because it seems a
surrender, and to intellectual natures
because it seems a confusion.Ž20The sense
of surrender stems from the fact that
compromise demands the sac ri“ce of
something valuable, and gives rise to sus-
picions that, but for the base motives of
the other side, the agreement could have
been better. The sense of confusion
comes from the fact that compromises
are combinations of often contradictory
principles. Both of these reactions obscure
the true value of compromise.

First, consider the surrender. Attitudes
toward compromise are path-dependent:
how a compromise is reached affects how
it is evaluated. This is because a compro-
mise distinctly manifests an opposition
of wills. It is this opposition of wills that
fuels the anticipatory resentment that
your party will gain less, or lose more,
than your opponent•s. If you agree to a

compromise, your assessment of the deal
is substantially affected by whether you
believe the other party bargained in good
faith. Given the inevitable uncertainty of
motives in legislative negotiations, and
the near certainty that the motives are at
least partly political, the circumstances
are singularly ripe for distrust. Often
even minor procedural manipulations
(such as the reconciliation tactic used by
the Democrats in passing the Affordable
Care Act) may be perceived as signs of
bad faith and give rise to suspicions that
the process has been unfair. You may be
willing to give up a principle if the
process is fair, but if it is not, you under-
standably see an already bad bargain as
even worse. The compromising adds in -
sult to injury. Because the process of
political negotiation is imperfect, it is
tempting to fasten on the immediate
insult and dismiss the prospective bene½t
of the agreement.

Then there is Santayana•s point about
confusion. A compromise is not designed
to be coherent or principled in the way
that laws ideally are. Even if we seek
coherence in law, it is a mistake to think
that it can be achieved in compromise. A
classic compromise gives something to
all parties, which means that the end result
is almost always internally contradictory.
The outcome will not be satisfying if
judged from the perspective of any single
principle or set of principles…whether
yours or those of your opponents. You
will reject nearly every possible compro-
mise if you try to anticipate the outcome
by testing it against a coherent theory of
justice. By its nature, the outcome of a
compromise will almost never satisfy a
single principle, a set of principles, or a
theory of justice. The compromise will
not only fall short, as does most legisla-
tion, but it will include elements that are
inconsistent with each other and with
any single theory.
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Compromise has its limits, but it is a
mistake to try to stipulate categorically or
in advance what they are. Consider the
common precept that it is permissible to
compromise interests but not principles.
The problem is not that the distinction
between interests and principles is fuzzy
(it is), but rather that any such distinc-
tion…implying that interests may be com -
promised and principles should not…will
disqualify too many potentially desirable
compromises. Principles can be…and most
often are…realized only partially. We im -
plicitly accept this truth throughout our
lives: even without compromising, we
are not likely to realize abso lutely our
most prized political principles…liberty,
opportunity, justice for all. Less lofty polit-
ical principles, whichoften are no less pas-
sionately held…such as a commitment to
lower taxation and entitlement spending,
or to provide universal health care cover-
age and decrease its cost…even more
clearly admit of gradations of realization.
Compromises of principle and interest are
neither morally nor practically distinct.

Furthermore, no one can fully antici-
pate what results the complex process of
compromise can be expected to yield,
especially in major legislative struggles.
Achieving the best possible outcome will
depend in no small measure on the
nature of the negotiations and the evolv-
ing political context. Drawing a line in
the sand…if more than a negotiating tac-
tic…is a prescription for thwarting mu -
tually bene“cial progress before it can
take form. And once agreed upon, com-
promises are easy targets for criticism
simply because the apparent results…
often morally incoherent…are divorced
from both the process and alternatives
that were available at the time.

Instead of trying to ½nd a formula for
limiting compromise, we do better to
locate its limits by identifying domains

where it is less useful for the democratic
process. The most salient domain, as we
have indicated, is campaigning. A success-
ful campaign strategy requires an uncom-
promising mindset. It favors candidates
who stand “rmly on their principles and
condemn their opponents• positions at
every turn. Candidates sometimes modify
their positions to reach independents in
general elections, but less than is usually as -
sumed, and even a modest gesture toward
the center is often suspect in the eyes of
the candidate•s base. The primary election
effectively requires candidates to maxi-
mize their uncompromising positions to
capture their partisan base, which will then
assail primary winners if they diverge from
their hard lines in the general election. 

Tenaciously standing on principle, as
the uncompromising mindset demands,
is necessary for political mobilization.
Candidates inspire supporters less effec-
tively when they talk more about prudent
compromises than about steadfast com-
mitments. Their support and ultimately
their success in the campaign depend on
reaf“rming their uncompromising com-
mitment to core principles, and on dis-
tinguishing their positions sharply from
those of their opponents.

Campaigning also requires mutual mis -
trust, the second element of the uncom-
promising mindset. Campaigns are com-
petitive encounters, not cooperative enter-
prises. They are contests with zero-sum
outcomes, not opportunities for win-win
solutions. Mutual distrust is not only
understandable but advisable.

But while the uncompromising mind-
set serves a useful democratic purpose in
the domain of -



Rather than mistrusting and trying to
defeat their opponents at every turn, they
have to respect their opponents enough
to collaborate on legislation. 

In the era of the permanent campaign,
the division of labor between campaigning
and governing has dissolved.21Political
leaders increasingly rely on political con-
sultants, pollsters, and focus groups to
formulate public policy. Interest groups
and their lobbyists constantly remind
politicians that what they do in of½ce will
affect whether they stay in of½ce…
reminders that often come as offers not
to be refused. Politicians spend more and
more time between elections raising
funds for their next campaigns. Journal-
ists increasingly cover governing as if it
were campaigning. 

No one should suppose that we could
return to a time when governing and
campaigning stayed mostly in separate
spheres, each minding its own business.
The process then was in many respects
less democratic, and no more edifying than
ours today. But if we wish to improve the
prospects of compromise, we must ½nd
ways to keep the pressures of campaigning
from overwhelming the business of gov-
erning. We need to respect the value of
not compromising in campaigns without
letting it obscure the value of compro-
mising in governance.

There is another, no less signi½cant do -
main in which the value of compromise is
limited. Uncompromising politics is valu-
able in social movements, political pro -
tests, demonstrations, and activist orga -
nizations, and their surrogates in govern-
ment. As political theorists and political
scientists have long recognized, contesta-
tion is at least as important as consensus
in a democracy.22Contentious politics is
an essential part of the democratic process. 

Among the most uncompromising
activists in recent American political life
have been the supporters of the Tea Party,

the populist movement that began in
2009 and rapidly grew in numbers and
influence.23 Promoting various conser-
vative and libertarian causes, including
smaller government, lower taxes, and
reduced debt and budget de½cits, the
movement was credited with electing
dozens of new state legislators and mem-
bers of Congress.

Yet here, too, the uncompromising
mindset has limits. When the Tea Party
congressional representatives faced the
choice between legislating or protesting,
these limits became apparent. As some
political scientists observed, •Tea Party
activism is more likely to produce politi-
cal theater among competing agitators
than to foster reasoned compromise
within the gop or between Republicans
and Democrats in Washington.Ž This
approach may help •keep base supporters
attentive and angry,Ž but it is not con-
ducive to bringing about legislative change
or to expanding the movement itself.24

This •just say no to compromiseŽ ap -
proach also showed signs of frustrating
even many Tea Party supporters.25

Compromise is essential for facilitating
legislation to improve on the status quo
and for cultivating the respect necessary
for cooperation in democratic politics. It
can in this way serve the common good
without itself containing only common
goods. Yet the political deck is stacked
against compromise in many ways. The
more the permanent campaign and its
uncompromising mindset dominate the
political landscape, the harder legislative
agreements are to reach. When compro-
mises are reached, they are, by their very
nature, vulnerable. They rarely enjoy the
luxury of resting on common ground; they
too easily become casualties of confusion,
dispatched for their incoherence, if they
have not already become victims of death
by distrust.
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