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The last half o f the twentieth century has 

been an era of democratic triumph. The main 

antidemocratic regimes— communist, fascist, 

Nazi— have disappeared, and new democra

cies are emerging vigorously or tentatively 

throughout the world. In this accessible and 

authoritative book, one of the most promi

nent political theorists o f our time provides a 

primer on democracy that clarifies what it is, 

why it is valuable, how it works, arid what 

challenges it confronts in the future.

Robert Dahl begins with an overview o f 

the early history o f democracy. He goes on 

to discuss differences among democracies, 

criteria for a democratic process, basic institu

tions necessary for advancing the goals o f 

democracy, and the social and economic 

conditions that favor the development and 

maintenance o f these institutions. Along the 

way, he illustrates his points by describing 

different democratic countries, explaining,
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C H A P T E R  1

•Do We Really Need a Guide?

During the last half of the twentieth century the world witnessed 
an extraordinary and unprecedented political change. All of the 
main alternatives to democracy either disappeared, turned into ec
centric survivals, or retreated from the field to hunker down in their 
last strongholds. Earlier in the century the premodern enemies of 
democracy—centralized monarchy, hereditary aristocracy, oligarchy 
based on narrow and exclusive suffrage—had lost their legitimacy in 
the eyes of much of humankind. The main antidemocratic regimes 
of the twentieth century—communist, fascist, Nazi—disappeared in 
the ruins of calamitous war or, as in the Soviet Union, collapsed from 
within. Military dictatorships had been pretty thoroughly discred
ited by their failures, particularly in Latin America; where they man
aged to survive they often adopted a pseudo-democratic facade.

So had democracy at last won the contest for the support of 
people throughout the world? Hardly. Antidemocratic beliefs and 
movements continued, frequently associated with fanatical nation
alism or religious fundamentalism. Democratic governments (with 
varying degrees of “democracy” ) existed in fewer than half the 
countries of the world, which contained less than half the world's 
population. One-fifth of the world’s people lived in China, which in 
its illustrious four thousand years of history had never experienced 
democratic government. In Russia, which had made the transition 
to democratic rule only in the last decade of the century, democracy



was fragile and weakly supported. Even in countries where democ

racy had long been established and seemed secure, some observers 

held that democracy was in crisis, or at least severely strained by a 
decline in the confidence of citizens that their elected leaders, the 

political parties, and government officials could or would cope fairly 
or successfully with issues like persistent unemployment, poverty, 
crime, welfare programs, immigration, taxation, and corruption.

Suppose we divide the nearly two hundred countries o f the world 
into those with nondemocratic governments, those with new dem

ocratic governments, and those with long and relatively well estab
lished democratic governments. Admittedly, each group contains 

an enormously diverse set of countries. Yet our threefold simplifica
tion helps us to see that viewed from a democratic perspective each 

group faces a different challenge. For the nondemocratic countries, 
the challenge is whether and how they can make the transition to 

democracy. For the newly democratized countries, the challenge is 
whether and how the new democratic practices and institutions can 

be strengthened or, as some political scientists would say, consoli

dated, so that they will withstand the tests of time, political conflict, 
and crisis. For the older democracies, the challenge is to perfect and 
deepen their democracy.

At this point, however, you might well ask: Just what do we mean 
by democracy? What distinguishes a democratic government from a 

nondemocratic government? If a nondemocratic country makes the 
transition to democracy, what is the transition to? When can we tell 
whether it has made the transition? As to consolidating democracy, 
what, exactly, is consolidated? And what can it mean to speak of 
deepening democracy in a democratic country? If a country is al

ready a democracy, how can it become more democratic? And so on.

Democracy has been discussed off and on for about twenty-five 

hundred years, enough time to provide a tidy set of ideas about
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democracy on which everyone, or nearly everyone, could agree. For 
better or worse, that is not the case.

The twenty-five centuries during which democracy has been dis
cussed, debated, supported, attacked, ignored, established, prac
ticed, destroyed, and then sometimes reestablished have not, it 
seems, produced agreement on some of the most fundamental 
questions about democracy.

Ironically, the very fact that democracy has such a lengthy history 
has actually contributed to confusion and disagreement, for “de
mocracy” has meant different things to different people at different 
times and places. Indeed, during long periods in human history 
democracy disappeared in practice, remaining barely alive as an 
idea or a memory among a precious few. Until only two centuries 
ago—let’s say ten generations—history was very short on actual 
examples of democracies. Democracy was more a subject for phi
losophers to theorize about than an actual political system for peo
ple to adopt and practice. And even in the rare cases where a “de
mocracy” or a “ republic” actually existed, most adults were not 
entitled to participate in political life.

Although in its most general sense democracy is ancient, the 
form of democracy I shall be mainly discussing in this book is a 
product of the twentieth century. Today we have come to assume 
that democracy must guarantee virtually every adult citizen the 
right to vote. Yet until about four generations ago—around 1918, or 
the end of the First World War—in every independent democracy 
or republic that had ever existed up to then, a good half of all adults 
had always been excluded from the full rights of citizenship. These 
were, of course, women.

Here, then, is an arresting thought: if we accept universal adult 
suffrage as a requirement of democracy, there would be some 
persons in practically every democratic country who would be 
older than their democratic system of government. Democracy
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in our modern sense may not be exactly youthful, but it is hardly 
ancient.

You might object at once: Wasn’t the United States a democracy 
from the American Revolution onward—a “democracy in a re
public,” as Abraham Lincoln called it? Didn’t the illustrious French 
writer Alexis de Tocqueville, after visiting the United States in the 
1830s, call his famous work Democracy in America? And didn’t the 
Athenians call their system a democracy in the fifth century b .c .e .? 

What was the Roman republic, if not some kind of democracy? If 
“democracy” has meant different things at different times, how can 
we possibly agree on what it means today?

Once started, you might persist: Why is democracy desirable 
anyway? And just how democratic is “democracy” in countries that 
we call democracies today: the United States, Britain, France, Nor
way, Australia, and many others? Further, is it possible to explain 
why these countries are “democratic” and many others are not? The 
questions could go on and on.

The answer to the question in the title of this chapter, then, is 
pretty clear. If you are interested in searching for answers to some of 
the most basic questions about democracy, a guide can help.

Of course, during this short tour you won’t find answers to all the 
questions you might like to ask. To keep our journey relatively brief 
and manageable, we shall have to bypass innumerable paths that 
you might feel should be explored. They probably should be, and I 
hope that by the end of our tour you will undertake to explore them 
on your own. To help you do so, at the end of the book I’ll provide a 
brief list of relevant works for further reading on your part.

Our journey begins at the beginning: the origins of democracy.
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C H A P T E R  2

Where and How Did Democracy Develop?
A B R IE F  H IST O R Y

I started, you remember, by saying that democracy has been 
discussed off and on for twenty-five hundred years. Is democracy 
really that old, you might wonder? Many Americans, and probably 
others as well, might believe that democracy began two hundred 
years ago in the United States. Others, aware of its classical roots, 
would claim ancient Greece or Rome. Just where did it begin and 
how did it evolve?

It might please us to see democracy as more or less continuously 
advancing from its invention, so to speak, in ancient Greece twenty- 
five hundred years ago and spreading gradually outward from that 
tiny beginning to the present day, when it has reached every conti
nent and a substantial portion of humanity.

A pretty picture but false for at least two reasons.
First, as everyone acquainted with European history knows, after 

its early centuries in Greece and Rome the rise of popular govern
ment turned into its decline and disappearance. Even if we were to 
allow ourselves considerable latitude in deciding what governments 
we would count as “popular,” “democratic,” or “ republican,” their 
rise and decline could not be portrayed as a steady upward climb to 
the distant summit, punctuated only by brief descents here and 
there. Instead the course of democratic history would look like the 
path of a traveler crossing a flat and almost endless desert broken by
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only a few hills, until the path finally begins the long climb to its 
present heights (fig. 1).

In the second place, it would be a mistake to assume that democ
racy was just invented once and for all, as, for example, the steam 
engine was invented. When anthropologists and historians find that 
similar tools or practices have appeared in different times and 
places, they generally want to know how these separate appearances 
came about. Did the tools or practices spread by means of diffusion 
from its original inventors to the other groups, or instead were they 
independently invented by different groups? Finding an answer is 
often difficult, perhaps impossible. So too with the development of 
democracy in the world. How much of its spread is to be explained 
simply by its diffusion from its early sources and how much, if any, 
by its having been independently invented in different times and 
places?

Although with democracy the answer is surrounded by a good 
deal of uncertainty, my reading of the historical record is in essence 
this: some of the expansion of democracy—perhaps a good deal of 
it—can be accounted for mainly by the diffusion of democratic 
ideas and practices, but diffusion cannot provide the whole expla
nation. Like fire, or painting or writing, democracy seems to have 
been invented more than once, and in more than one place. After 
all, if the conditions were favorable for the invention of democracy 
at one time and place (in Athens, say, about 500 b .c .e .), might not 
similar favorable conditions have existed elsewhere?

I assume that democracy can be independently invented and 
reinvented whenever the appropriate conditions exist. And the ap
propriate conditions have existed, I believe, at different times and in 
different places. Just as a supply of tillable land and adequate rain
fall have generally encouraged the development of agriculture, so 
certain favorable conditions have always supported a tendency to
ward the development of a democratic government. For example,
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because of favorable conditions some form of democracy probably 
existed for tribal governments long before recorded history.

Consider this possibility: Certain people, we’ll assume, make up 
a fairly well-bounded group—“we” and “ they,” ourselves and oth
ers, my people and their people, my tribe and other tribes. In addi
tion, let’s assume that the group—the tribe, let’s say—is fairly inde
pendent of control by outsiders; the members of tribe can, so to 
speak, more or less run their own show without interference by 
outsiders. Finally, let’s assume that a substantial number of the 
members of the group, perhaps the tribal elders, see themselves as 
about equal in being well qualified to have a say in governing the 
group. In these circumstances, democratic tendencies are, I believe, 
likely to arise. A push toward democratic participation develops out 
of what we might call the logic of equality.

Over the long period when human beings lived together in small 
groups and survived by hunting game and collecting roots, fruits, 
berries, and other offerings of nature, they would no doubt have 
sometimes, perhaps usually, developed a system in which a good 
many of the members animated by the logic of equality—the older 
or more experienced ones, anyway—participated in whatever deci
sions they needed to make as a group. That such was indeed the case 
is strongly suggested by studies of nonliterate tribal societies. For 
many thousands of years, then, some form of primitive democracy 
may well have been the most “natural” political system.

We know, however, that this lengthy period came to an end. 
When human beings began to settle down for long stretches of time 
in fixed communities, primarily for agriculture and trade, the kinds 
of circumstances favorable to popular participation in government 
that I just mentioned—group identity, little outside interference, an 
assumption of equality—seem to have become rare. Forms of hier
archy and domination came to be more “natural.” As a result, popu
lar governments vanished among settled people for thousands of
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years. They were replaced by monarchies, despotisms, aristocracies, 
or oligarchies, all based on some form of ranking or hierarchy.

Then around 500 b .c .e . in several places favorable conditions 
seem to have reappeared and a few small groups of people began to 
develop systems of government that provided fairly extensive op
portunities to participate in group decisions. Primitive democracy, 
one might say, was reinvented in a more advanced form. The most 
crucial developments occurred in Europe, three along the Mediter
ranean coast, others in Northern Europe.

THE M E D IT E R R A N E A N

It was in classical Greece and Rome around 500 b .c .e . that sys
tems of government providing for popular participation by a sub
stantial number of citizens were first established on foundations so 
solid that, with occasional changes, they endured for centuries.

Greece. Classical Greece was not a country in our modern sense, a 
place in which all Greeks lived within a single state with a single 
government. Instead, Greece was composed of several hundred in
dependent cities, each with its surrounding countryside. Unlike the 
United States, France, Japan, and other modern countries, the so- 
called nation-states or national states that have largely dominated 
the modern world, the sovereign states of Greece were city-states. 
The most famous city-state, in classical times and after, was Athens. 
In 507 b .c .e . the Athenians adopted a system of popular government 
that lasted nearly two centuries, until the city was subjugated by its 
more powerful neighbor to the north, Macedonia. (After 321 b .c .e . 

the Athenian government limped along under Macedonian control 
for generations; then the city was subjugated again, this time by the 
Romans.)

It was the Greeks—probably the Athenians—who coined the 
term democracy or demokratiay from the Greek words demos, the 
people, and kratos, to rule. It is interesting, by the way, that while in
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Athens the word demos usually referred to the entire Athenian peo

ple, sometimes it meant only the common people or even just the 

poor. The word democracy; it appears, was sometimes used by its 
aristocratic critics as a kind of epithet, to show their disdain for the 

common people who had wrested away the aristocrats’ previous 
control over the government. In any case, democratia was applied 

specifically by Athenians and other Greeks to the government of 
Athens and of many other cities in Greece as well.1

Among the Greek democracies, that of Athens was far and away 
the most important, the best known then and today, of incompar

able influence on political philosophy, and often held up later as a 

prime example of citizen participation or, as some would say, par

ticipatory democracy.

The government of Athens was complex, too complex to de

scribe adequately here. At its heart and center was an assembly in 

which all citizens were entitled to participate. The assembly elected 

a few key officials—generals, for example, odd as that may seem to 
us. But the main method for selecting citizens for the other public 

duties was by a lottery in which eligible citizens stood an equal 
chance of being selected. According to some estimates, an ordinary 
citizen stood a fair chance of being chosen by lot once in his lifetime 

to serve as the most important presiding officer in the government.

Although some Greek cities joined in forming rudimentary rep
resentative governments for their alliances, leagues, and confedera
cies (primarily for common defense), little is known about these 

representative systems. They left virtually no impress on democratic 
ideas and practices and none, certainly, on the later form of repre
sentative democracy. Nor did the Athenian system of selecting cit
izens for public duties by lot ever become an acceptable alternative 

to elections as a way of choosing representatives.
Thus the political institutions of Greek democracy, innovative 

though they had been, in their time, were ignored or even re
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jected outright during the development of modern representative 
democracy.

Rome. About the time that popular government was introduced 
in Greece, it also made its appearance on the Italian peninsula in the 
city of Rome. The Romans, however, chose to call their system a 
republic, from res, meaning thing or affair in Latin, and publicus, 
public: loosely rendered, a republic was the thing that belonged to 
the people. (I’ll come back to these two words, democracy and 
republic.)

The right to participate in governing the Republic was at first 
restricted to the patricians, or aristocrats. But in a development that 
we shall encounter again, after much struggle the common people 
(the plebs, or plebeians) also gained entry. As in Athens, the right to 
participate was restricted to men, just as it was also in all later 
democracies and republics until the twentieth century.

From its beginnings as a city of quite modest size, the Roman 
Republic expanded by means of annexation and conquest far be
yond the old city’s boundaries. As a result, the Republic came to rule 
over all of Italy and far beyond. What is more, the Republic often 
conferred Roman citizenship, which was highly valued, on the con
quered peoples, who thus became not mere subjects but Roman 
citizens fully entitled to a citizen’s rights and privileges.

Wise and generous as this gift was, if we judge Rome from today’s 
perspective we discover an enormous defect: Rome never ade
quately adapted its institutions of popular government to the huge 
increase in the number of its citizens and their great geographical 
distances from Rome. Oddly, from our present point of view, the 
assemblies in which Roman citizens were entitled to participate 
continued meeting, as before, within the city of Rome—in the very 
Forum that tourists still see today, in ruins. But for most Roman 
citizens living in the far-flung territory of the Republic, the city was 
too far away to attend, at least without extraordinary effort and
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expense. Consequently, an increasing and ultimately overwhelming 
number of citizens were, as a practical matter, denied the oppor
tunity to participate in the citizen assemblies at the center of the 
Roman system of government. It was rather as if American citizen
ship had been conferred on the people in the various states as the 
country expanded, even though the people in the new states could 
only exercise their right to vote in national elections by showing up 
in Washington, D.C.

A highly creative and practical people in many respects, the Ro
mans never invented or adopted a solution that seems obvious to us 
today: a workable system of representative government based on 
democratically elected representatives.

Before we jump to the conclusion that the Romans were less 
creative or capable than we are, let us remind ourselves that innova
tions and inventions to which we have grown accustomed often 
seem so obvious to us that we wonder why our predecessors did not 
introduce them earlier. Most of us readily take things for granted 
that at an earlier time remained to be discovered. So, too, later 
generations may wonder how we could have overlooked certain 
innovations that they will take for granted. Because of what we take 
for granted might not we, like the Romans, be insufficiently creative 
in reshaping our political institutions?

Although the Roman Republic endured considerably longer than 
the Athenian democracy and longer than any modern democracy 
has yet endured, it was undermined after about 130 b .c .e . by civil 
unrest, war, militarization, corruption, and a decline in the sturdy 
civic spirit that had previously existed among its citizens. What little 
remained of authentic republican practices perished with the dic
tatorship of Julius Caesar. After his assassination in 44 b .c .e ., a 
republic once governed by its citizens became an empire ruled by its 
emperors.

With the fall of the Republic, popular rule entirely disappeared in
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southern Europe. Except for the political systems of small, scattered 
tribes it vanished from the face of the earth for nearly a thousand 

years.
Italy. Like an extinct species reemerging after a massive climatic 

change, popular rule began to reappear in many of the cities of 
northern Italy around 1100 c .e . Once again it was in relatively small 
city-states that popular governments developed, not in large regions 
or countries. In a pattern familiar in Rome and later repeated dur
ing the emergence of modern representative governments, par
ticipation in the governing bodies of the city-states was at first 
restricted to members of upper-class families: nobles, large land- 
owners, and the like. But in time, urban residents who were lower in 
the socioeconomic scale began to demand the right to participate. 
Members of what we today would call the middle classes—the newly 
rich, the smaller merchants and bankers, the skilled craftsmen orga
nized in guilds, the footsoldiers commanded by the knights—were 
not only more numerous than the dominant upper classes but also 
capable of organizing themselves. What is more, they could threaten 
violent uprisings, and if need be carry them out. As a result, in many 
cities people like these—the popolo, as they were sometimes called— 
gained the right to participate in the government of the city.

For two centuries and more these republics flourished in a num
ber of Italian cities. A good many republics were, like Florence and 
Venice, centers of extraordinary prosperity, exquisite craftsman
ship, superb art and architecture, unexcelled urban design, magnifi
cent poetry and music, and an enthusiastic rediscovery of the an
cient world of Greece and Rome. What later generations were to call 
the Middle Ages came to a close, and that incredible outburst of 
brilliant creativity, the Renaissance, arrived.

Unhappily for the development of democracy, however, after 
about the mid-i300S the republican governments of some of the ma
jor cities increasingly gave way to the perennial enemies of popular
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government: economic decline, corruption, oligarchy, war, con

quest, and seizure of power by authoritarian rulers, whether princes, 
monarchs, or soldiers. Nor was that all. Viewed in the longer sweep 
of historical trends, the city-state was doomed as a foundation for 

popular government by the emergence of a rival with overwhelm

ingly superior forces: the national state or country. Towns and cities 
were destined to be incorporated into this larger and more powerful 
entity, thus becoming, at most, subordinate units of government.

Glorious as it had been, the city-state was obsolete.

Words About Words

You may have noticed that I have referred to “popular govern

ments” in Greece, Rome, and Italy. To designate their popular 

governments, the Greeks, as we saw, invented the term democ

racy. The Romans drew on their native Latin and called their 

government a “ republic,” and later the Italians gave that name to 

the popular governments of some of their city-states. You might 
well wonder whether democracy and republic refer to fundamen

tally different types of constitutional systems. Or instead do the 
two words just reflect differences in the languages from which 

they originally came?
The correct answer was obfuscated by James Madison in 1787 

in an influential paper he wrote to win support for the newly 
proposed American constitution. One of the principal architects 
of that constitution and a statesman exceptionally well informed 
in the political science of his time, Madison distinguished be
tween “a pure democracy, by which I mean a society consisting of 
a small number of citizens, who assemble and administer the 
government in person,” and a “ republic, by which I mean a 
government in which the scheme of representation takes place.”

This distinction had no basis in prior history: neither in Rome 
nor, for example, in Venice was there “a scheme of representa
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tion.” Indeed, the earlier republics all pretty much fit into Madi- 
sons definition of a “democracy” What is more, the two terms 
were used interchangeably in the United States during the eigh
teenth century. Nor is Madisons distinction found in a work 
by the well-known French political philosopher Montesquieu, 
whom Madison greatly admired and frequently praised. Madi
son himself would have known that his proposed distinction had 
no firm historical basis, and so we must conclude that he made it 
to discredit critics who contended that the proposed constitution 
was not sufficiently “democratic.”

However that may be (the matter is unclear), the plain fact is 
that the words democracy and republic did not (despite Madison) 
designate differences in types of popular government. What they 
reflected, at the cost of later confusion, was a difference between 
Greek and Latin, the languages from which they came.

NO RTH ERN EUROPE

Whether called democracies or republics, the systems of popular 
government in Greece, Rome, and Italy all lacked several of the 
crucial characteristics of modern representative government. Clas
sical Greece as well as medieval and Renaissance Italy were com
posed of popular local governments but lacked an effective national 
government. Rome had, so to speak, just one local government 
based on popular participation but no national parliament of elec
ted representatives.

From today s perspective, conspicuously absent from all these 
systems were at least three basic political institutions: a national 
parliament composed of elected representatives, and popularly chosen 
local governments that were ultimately subordinate to the national 
government. A system combining democracy at local levels with a 
popularly elected parliament at the top level had yet to be invented.

Where and How Did Democracy Develop? {17 }
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This combination of political institutions originated in Britain, 

Scandinavia, the Lowlands, Switzerland, and elsewhere north of the 

Mediterranean.

Although the patterns of political development diverged widely 

among these regions, a highly simplified version would look some
thing like this. In various localities freemen and nobles would begin 

to participate directly in local assemblies. To these were added re
gional and national assemblies consisting of representatives, some 

or all of whom would come to be elected.

Local assemblies. I begin with the Vikings, not only from senti

ment, but also because their experience is little known though 
highly relevant. I have sometimes visited the Norwegian farm about 

80 miles northeast of Trondheim from which my paternal grand

father emigrated (and which to my delight is still known as Dahl 
Vestre, or West Dahl). In the nearby town of Steinkjer you can still 

see a boat-shaped ring of large stones where Viking freemen reg

ularly met from about 600 c .e . to 1000 c .e . to hold an adjudicative 

assembly called in Norse a Ting. (Incidentally, the English word 
thing is derived from an Old English word meaning both thing and 
assembly.) Similar places, some even older, can be found elsewhere 

in the vicinity.
By 900 c .e ., assemblies o f free Vikings were meeting not just in 

the Trondheim region but in many other areas of Scandinavia as 

well. As in Steinkjer the Ting was typically held in an open field 
marked off by large vertical stones. At the meeting of the Ting the 
freemen settled disputes; discussed, accepted, and rejected laws; 
adopted or turned down a proposed change of religion (as they did 

when they accepted Christianity in place of the old Norse religion); 

and even elected or gave their approval to a king—who was often 
required to swear his faithfulness to the laws approved by the Ting.

The Vikings knew little or nothing, and would have cared less, 

about the democratic and republican political practices a thousand
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years earlier in Greece and Rome. Operating from the logic of 

equality that they applied to free men, they seem to have created 

assemblies on their own. That the idea of equality was alive and well 

among Viking freemen in the tenth century is attested to by the 

answer given by some Danish Vikings when, while traveling up a 

river in France, they were asked by a messenger calling out from the 

riverbank, “What is the name of your master?” “ None,” they replied, 

“we are all equals.” 3

But we must resist the temptation to exaggerate. The equality 

that Vikings boasted about applied only among free men, and even 

they varied in wealth and status. Beneath the freemen were the 

slaves. Like the Greeks and Romans, or for that matter Europeans 

and Americans centuries later, the Vikings possessed slaves: enemies 

captured in battle, or the hapless victims of raids on neighboring 

peoples, or simply persons bought in the ancient and ubiquitous 

commerce in slaves. And unlike the men free by birth, when slaves 

were freed they remained dependent on their previous owners. If 

slaves were a caste below the free men, above them was an aristoc

racy of families with wealth, usually in land, and hereditary status. 

At the apex stood a king whose power was limited by his election, 

his obligation to obey the laws, and his need to retain the loyalty of 

the nobles and the support of the free men.

In spite of these severe limits on equality, the class of free 

men—free peasants, smallholders, farmers—was large enough to 

impose a lasting democratic influence on political institutions and 
traditions.

In several other parts of Europe, local conditions also sometimes 

favored the emergence of popular participation in government. The 

high mountain valleys of the Alps, for example, provided a measure 
of protection and autonomy to free men engaged in pastoral ac

tivities. As a modern writer describes Raetia (later the Swiss can

ton of Graubiinden) around 800 c.e .: “ Free peasants . . . found
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themselves in a uniquely egalitarian situation. Bound together by 
their common status . . .  and by their common rights of usage over 

[mountain pastures], they developed a sense of equality wholly at 

odds with the hierarchical, status-conscious thrust of medieval 

feudalism. This distinctive spirit was to dominate the later emer
gence of democracy in the Raetian Republic.”4

From assemblies to parliaments. When the Vikings ventured west

ward to Iceland, they transplanted their political practices and in 

several localities re-created a Ting. But they did more: foreshadow

ing the later appearance of national parliaments elsewhere, in 930 

c.e . they created a sort of supra-Ting, the Althing, or National As

sembly, which remained the source of Icelandic law for three cen
turies, until the Icelanders were finally subjugated by Norway.5

Meanwhile in Norway, Denmark, and Sweden regional assemblies 
developed and then, as in Iceland, national assemblies. Although the 

subsequent growth in the power of the king and the centralized 
bureaucracies under his control reduced the importance of these 

national assemblies, they left their mark on later developments.

In Sweden, for example, the tradition of popular participation in 
the assemblies of the Viking period led in the fifteenth century to a 
precursor of a modern representative parliament when the king 
began to summon meetings of representatives from different sec

tors of Swedish society: nobility, clergy, burghers, and common 

people. These meetings eventually evolved into the Swedish riksdag, 

or parliament.6

In the radically different environment of the Netherlands and 
Flanders, the expansion of manufacturing, commerce, and finance 
helped to create urban middle classes composed of persons who 
commanded sizable economic resources. Rulers perpetually starved 
for revenues could neither ignore this rich lode nor tax it without 
gaining the consent of its owners. To obtain consent, rulers sum-
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moned meetings of representatives drawn from the towns and the 
most important social classes. Although these assemblies, parlia
ments, or “estates,” as they were often called, did not evolve directly 
into the national legislatures of today, they established traditions, 
practices, and ideas that strongly favored such a development.

Meanwhile, from obscure beginnings a representative parliament 
was gradually coming into existence that in the centuries to come 
would exert far and away the greatest influence on the idea and 
practice of representative government. This was the parliament of 
medieval England. A product less of intention and design than of 
blind evolution, Parliament grew out of assemblies summoned spo
radically, and under the pressure of need, during the reign of Ed
ward I from 1272 to 1307.

How Parliament evolved from these beginnings is too lengthy 
and complex a story to be summarized here. By the eighteenth 
century, however, that evolution had led to a constitutional system 
in which the king and Parliament were each limited by the authority 
of the other; within Parliament the power of the hereditary aristoc
racy in the House of Lords was offset by the power of the people in 
the House of Commons; and the laws enacted by king and Parlia
ment were interpreted by judges who were mostly, though by no 
means always, independent of king and Parliament alike.

In the 1700s this seemingly marvelous system of checks and bal
ances among the country’s major social forces and the separation of 
the powers within the government was widely admired in Europe. It 
was lauded by the famous French political philosopher Montes
quieu, among others, and admired in America by the Framers of the 
Constitution, many of whom hoped to create in America a republic 
that would retain the virtues of the English system without the vices 
of a monarchy. The republic they helped to form would in due time 
provide something of a model for many other republics.
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d e m o c r a t i z a t i o n :

ON TH E WAY, BUT ONLY ON T H E WAY

Looking back with all the advantages of hindsight, we can easily 

see that by the early eighteenth century political ideas and practices 
had appeared in Europe that were to become important elements in 

later democratic beliefs and institutions. Using language that is 
more modern and abstract than people of the time would have 

employed, let me summarize what these elements were.

Favored by local conditions and opportunities in several areas of 

Europe—notably Scandinavia, Flanders, the Netherlands, Switzer
land, and Britain—the logic of equality stimulated the creation of 

local assemblies in which free men could participate in governing, at 

least to an extent. The idea that governments needed the consent of 
the governed, initially a claim primarily about raising taxes, was 

gradually growing into a claim about laws in general. Over an area 

too large for primary assemblies of free men, as in a large town, city, 
region, or country, consent required representation in the body that 

raised taxes and made laws. In sharp contrast to Athenian practice, 
representation was to be secured not by lot or random selection but 
by election. To secure the consent of free citizens in a country, 

nation, or nation-state would require elected representative legisla
tures, or parliaments, at several levels: local, national, and perhaps 
provincial, regional, or other intermediate levels as well.

These European political ideas and practices provided a base 
from which democratization could proceed. Among proponents of 
further democratization, accounts of popular governments in clas
sical Greece, Rome, and the Italian cities sometimes lent greater 
plausibility to their advocacy. Those historical experiences had 
demonstrated that governments subject to the will of the people 

were more than illusory hopes. Once upon a time they had actually 
existed, and had lasted for centuries to boot.
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What hadn't been achieved. If the ideas, traditions, history, and 
practices just described held a promise of democratization, it was, at 
best, only a promise. Crucial pieces were still missing.

First, even in countries with the most auspicious beginnings, 
gross inequalities posed enormous obstacles to democracy: differ
ences between the rights, duties, influence, and power of slaves and 
free men, rich and poor, landed and landless, master and servant, 
men and women, day laborers and apprentices, skilled craftworkers 
and owners, burghers and bankers, feudal lords and tenants, nobles 
and commoners, monarchs and their subjects, the king’s officials 
and those they ordered about. Even free men were highly unequal in 
status, wealth, work, obligations, knowledge, freedom, influence, 
and power. And in many places the wife of a free man was regarded 
by law, custom, and practice as his property. Then as always and 
everywhere the logic of equality ran head-on into the brute facts of 
inequality.

Second, even where assemblies and parliaments existed they were 
a long way from meeting minimal democratic standards. Parlia
ments were often no match for a monarch; it would be centuries 
before control over the king’s ministers would shift from monarch 
to parliament or a president would take the place of a king. Parlia
ments themselves were bastions of privilege, particularly in cham
bers reserved for the aristocracy and higher clergy. Representatives 
elected by “the people” had at best only a partial say in lawmaking.

Third, the representatives of “ the people” did not really repre
sent the whole people. For one thing, free men were, after all, men. 
Except for the occasional female monarch, half the adult popu
lation was excluded from political life. But so were many adult 
males—most adult males, in fact. As late as 1832 in Great Britain the 
right to vote extended to only 5 percent of the population over age 
twenty. In that year it took a tempestuous struggle to expand the 
suffrage to slightly more than 7 percent (fig. 2)! In Norway, despite
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f i g u r e  2. Great Britain's electorate, 1831-1931 (data from 

Encyclopedia Britannica [1970], s.v. “Parliament”)

the promising appearance of popular participation in the Tings of 
Viking times, the percentage was little better.7

Fourth, until the eighteenth century and later, democratic ideas 
and beliefs were not widely shared or even well understood. In all 
countries the logic of equality was effective only among a few and a 

rather privileged few at that. Even an understanding of what a 
democratic republic would require in the way of political institu
tions was all but nonexistent. In speech and press freedom of ex
pression was seriously restricted, particularly if it was exercised to 
criticize the king. Political opposition lacked legitimacy and legality. 
“ His Majesty’s Loyal Opposition” was an idea whose time had not 
yet come. Political parties were widely condemned as dangerous 

and undesirable. Elections were notoriously corrupted by agents of 
the Crown.
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The advance of democratic ideas and practices depended on the 
existence of certain favorable conditions that did not yet exist. As 
long as only a few people believed in democracy and were prepared 
to fight for it, existing privilege would maintain itself with the aid of 
undemocratic governments. Even if many more people came to be
lieve in democratic ideas and goals, other conditions would still be 
required if further democratization were to be achieved. Later on, in 
Part IV, I’ll describe some of most important of these conditions.

Meanwhile, we need to recall that after the promising beginnings 
sketched out in this chapter, democratization did not proceed on an 
ascending path to the present. There were ups and downs, resistance 
movements, rebellions, civil wars, revolutions. For several centuries 
the rise of centralized monarchies reversed some of the earlier ad
vances—even though, ironically, these very monarchies may have 
helped to create some conditions that were favorable to democrati
zation in the longer run.

Looking back on the rise and decline of democracy, it is clear that 
we cannot count on historical forces to insure that democracy will 
always advance—or even survive, as the long intervals in which 
popular governments vanished from the earth remind us.

Democracy, it appears, is a bit chancy. But its chances also de
pend on what we do ourselves. Even if we cannot count on benign 
historical forces to favor democracy, we are not mere victims of 
blind forces over which we have no control. With adequate under
standing of what democracy requires and the will to meet its re
quirements, we can act to preserve and, what is more, to advance 
democratic ideas and practices.
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C H A P T E R  3

(What Lies Ahead?

When we discuss democracy perhaps nothing gives rise to more 
confusion than the simple fact that “democracy” refers to both an 
ideal and an actuality. We often fail to make the distinction clear. 
For example:

Alan says, “ I think democracy is the best possible form of 
government.”

Beth replies, “You must be crazy to believe that the so-called 
democratic government in this country is the best we can have! 
Why, I don’t even think it’s much of a democracy.”

Alan is of course speaking of democracy as an ideal, whereas Beth 
is referring to an actual government usually called a democracy. 
Until Alan and Beth make clear which meaning each has in mind, 
they may flounder about, talking right past each other. From exten
sive experience I know how easily this can happen—even, I regret to 
add, among scholars who are deeply knowledgeable about demo
cratic ideas and practices.

We can usually avoid this kind of confusion just by making clear 
which meaning we intend:

Alan continues, “Oh, I didn’t mean our actual government. As to 
that, I’d be inclined to agree with you.”

Beth replies, “Well, if you’re talking about ideal governments, 
then I think you’re dead right. I do believe that as an ideal, democ
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racy is the best form of government. That’s why I’d like our own 
government to be a lot more democratic than it really is .”

Philosophers have engaged in endless debates about the differ
ences between our judgments about goals, ends, values, and so on 
and our judgments about reality, actuality, and so on. We make 
judgments of the first kind in response to questions like “What 
ought I to do? What is the right thing for me to do?” We make 
judgments of the second kind in response to such questions as 
“What can I do? What options are open to me? What are the likely 
consequences of my choosing to do X rather than Y?” A convenient 
label for the first is value judgments (or moral judgments), for the 
second, empirical judgments.

Words About Words
Although philosophers have engaged in endless debates about 
the nature of value judgments and empirical judgments and dif
ferences between one kind of judgment and the other, we need 
not concern ourselves here with these philosophical issues, for in 
everyday life we are fairly accustomed to distinguishing between 
real things and ideal things. However, we need to bear in mind 
that the distinction between value judgments and empirical 
judgments is useful, provided that we don’t push it too far. If we 
assert, “A government ought to give equal consideration to the 
good and interests of every person bound by its decisions,” or 
“Happiness is the highest good,” we are as close to making “pure” 
value judgments as we can get. An example at the opposite ex
treme, a strictly empirical proposition, is Newton’s famous law of 
universal gravitation, asserting that the force between any two 
bodies is directly proportional to the product of their masses and 
inversely proportional to the square of the distance between 
them. In practice, many assertions contain or imply elements of
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both kinds o f judgments. This is nearly always the case with 

judgments about public policy. For example, someone who says, 

“ The government should establish a program of universal health 

insurance” is asserting in effect that (1) health is a good end, 
(2) the government should strive to achieve that end, and (3) uni
versal health insurance is the best means of attaining that end. 

Moreover, we make an enormous number of empirical judg

ments like (3) that represent the best judgment we can make in 
the face o f great uncertainties. These are not “scientific” conclu
sions in a strict sense. They are often based on a mixture of hard 

evidence, soft evidence, no evidence, and uncertainty. Judgments 

like these are sometimes called “practical” or “prudential.” Fi
nally, one important kind of practical judgment is to balance 

gains to one value, person, or group against costs to another 
value, person, or group. To describe situations of this kind Til 
sometimes borrow an expression often used by economists and 
say that we have to choose among various possible “ trade-offs” 
among our ends. As we move along we’ll encounter all these 

variants of value judgments and empirical judgments.

D EM O C R AT I C  GOALS  AND A C T U A L I T I E S

Although it is helpful to distinguish between ideals and actu

alities, we also need to understand how democratic ideals or goals 
and democratic actualities are connected. I am going to spell out 

these connections more fully in later chapters. Meanwhile, let me 

use the chart as a rough guide to what lies ahead.
Each of the four items under Ideal and Actual is a fundamental 

question:
What is democracy? What does democracy mean? Put another way, 

what standards should we use to determine whether, and to what 

extent, a government is democratic?
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figure 3 .  The main elements

IDEAL

Goals and Ideals Actual Democratic Governments 
What political What conditions
institutions favor democracy?
does democracy

ACTUAL

What is Why democracy? 
democracy?

require?

Chapter 4 Chapters 5-7 Part hi Partiv

I believe that such a system would have to meet five criteria and 
that a system meeting these criteria would be fully democratic. In 
Chapter 4, 1 describe four of these criteria, and in Chapters 6 and 7, 1 
show why we need a fifth. Remember, however, that the criteria 
describe an ideal or perfect democratic system. None of us, I imag
ine, believes that we could actually attain a perfectly democratic 
system, given the many limits imposed on us in the real world. The 
criteria do provide us, though, with standards against which we can 
compare the achievements and the remaining imperfections of ac
tual political systems and their institutions, and they can guide us 
toward solutions that would bring us closer to the ideal.

Why democracy? What reasons can we give for believing that de
mocracy is the best political system? What values are best served by 
democracy?

In answering these questions it is essential to keep in mind that 
we are not just asking why people now support democracy, or why 
they have supported it in the past, or how democratic systems have 
come about. People may favor democracy for many reasons. Some, 
for example, may favor democracy without thinking much about 
why they do; in their time and place, giving lip service to democracy 
may just be the conventional or traditional thing to do. Some might 
endorse democracy because they believe that with a democratic
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government they will stand a better chance of getting rich, or be

cause they think democratic politics would open up a promising 
political career for them, or because someone they admire tells 
them to, and so on.

Are there reasons for supporting democracy of more general and 

perhaps even universal relevance? I believe there are. These will be 
discussed in Chapters 5 through 7.

In order to meet the ideal standards as best we cany given the lim

its and possibilities in the real world, what political institutions are 
necessary?

As we shall see in the next chapter, in varying times and places po

litical systems with significantly different political institutions have 

been called democracies or republics. In the last chapter we encoun

tered one reason why democratic institutions differ: they have been 

adapted to huge differences in the size or scale of political units—in 
population, territory, or both. Some political units, such as an En
glish village, are tiny in area and population; others, like China, 

Brazil, or the United States, are gigantic in both. A small city or town 
might meet democratic criteria reasonably well without some o f the 
institutions that would be required in, say, a large country.

Since the eighteenth century, however, the idea of democracy has 

been applied to entire countries: the United States, France, Great

Britain, Norway, Japan, India___ Political institutions that seemed
necessary or desirable for democracy on the small scale of a town or 
city proved to be wholly inadequate on the far larger scale of a mod
ern country. The political institutions suitable for a town would be 
wholly inadequate even for countries that would be small on a 
global scale, such as Denmark or the Netherlands. As a result, in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries a new set of institutions devel
oped that in part resemble political institutions in earlier democ

racies and republics but, viewed in their entirety, constitute a wholly 
new political system.
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Chapter 2 provided a brief sketch of this historical development. 

In Part III, I describe more fully the political institutions of actual 

democracies and how they vary in important ways.

A word of caution: to say that certain institutions are necessary is 
not to say that they are enough to achieve perfect democracy. In 

every democratic country a substantial gap exists between actual 

and ideal democracy. That gap offers us a challenge: can we find 

ways to make “democratic” countries more democratic?

If even “democratic” countries are not fully democratic, what 

can we say about countries that lack some or all o f the major politi

cal institutions of modern democracy—the nondemocratic coun

tries? How if at all can they be made more democratic? Indeed, just 

why is it that some countries have become relatively more demo

cratic than others? These questions lead us to still others. What 

conditions in a country (or any other political unit) favor the de

velopment and stability o f democratic institutions? And, conversely, 

what conditions are likely to prevent or impede their development 

and stability?

In today s world these questions are o f extraordinary impor

tance. Fortunately, at the end of the twentieth century we have 

much better answers than could be obtained only a few generations 
ago and far better answers than at any earlier time in recorded 

history. In Part IV, I indicate what we know about answers to these 

crucial question as the twentieth century draws to a close.

To be sure, the answers we have are by no means free from 
uncertainty. Yet they do provide a firmer starting point for seeking 

solutions than we have ever had before.

FROM V A L U E  J U D G M E N T S  TO

E M P I R I C A L  J U D G M E N T S

Before leaving the chart I want to call attention to an impor

tant shift as we move from left to right. In answering “What is
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democracy?” we make judgments that depend almost exclusively on 
our values, or what we believe is good, right, or a desirable goal. 
When we move on to the question “Why democracy?” our judg

ments still strongly depend on ideal values, but they also depend on 

our beliefs about causal connections, limits, and possibilities in the 
actual world around us—that is, on empirical judgments. Here we 
begin to rely more heavily on interpretations of evidence, facts, and 
purported facts. When we try to decide what political institutions 
democracy actually requires, we rely even more on evidence and 

empirical judgments. Yet here, too, what matters to us depends in 

part on our previous judgments about the meaning and value of 

democracy. Indeed, the reason we may be concerned with the shape 

of political institutions in the actual world is that the values of 

democracy and its criteria are important to us.

When we reach the right side of the chart and undertake to 
determine what conditions favor the development and stability of 
democratic institutions, our judgments are straightforwardly em
pirical; they depend entirely on how we interpret the evidence avail
able to us. For example, do or do not democratic beliefs contribute 
significantly to the survival of democratic political institutions? Yet 

here again the reason these empirical judgments are important and 
relevant to us is that we care about democracy and its values.

Our path, then, will take us from the exploration of ideals, goals, 

and values in Part II to the much more empirical descriptions of 
democratic political institutions in Part III. We’ll then be in a posi
tion to move on in Part IV to a description of the conditions that are 
favorable or unfavorable for democratic political institutions, where 
our judgments will be almost exclusively empirical in nature. Fi
nally, in the last chapter I’ll describe some of the challenges that 
democracies face in the years ahead.
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C H A P T E R  4

What Is Democracy?

All of us have goals that we cannot attain by ourselves. Yet we 
might attain some of these by cooperating with others who share 
similar aims.

Let us suppose, then, that in order to achieve certain common 
ends, you and several hundred other persons agree to form an 
association. What the specific goals of the association are, we can 
put aside so as to focus strictly on the question that forms the title of 
this chapter: What is democracy?

At the first meeting, let us further assume, several members sug
gest that your association will need a constitution. Their view is fa
vorably received. Because you are thought to possess some skills on 
matters like these, a member proposes that you be invited to draft a 
constitution, which you would then bring to a later meeting for con
sideration by the members. This proposal is adopted by acclamation. 

In accepting this task you say something like the following:
“ I believe I understand the goals we share, but Tm not sure how 

we should go about making our decisions. For example, do we want 
a constitution that entrusts to several of the ablest and best in
formed among us the authority to make all our important deci
sions? That arrangement might not only insure wiser decisions but 
spare the rest of us a lot of time and effort.”

The members overwhelmingly reject a solution along these lines. 
One member, whom I am going to call the Main Speaker, argues:

{ 3 5 }



“ On the most important matters that this association will deal 

with, no one among us is so much wiser than the rest that his or her 

views should automatically prevail. Even if some members may 
know more about an issue at any given moment, we’re all capable of 

learning what we need to know. Of course, we’ll need to discuss 
matters and deliberate among ourselves before reaching our deci
sions. To deliberate and discuss and then decide on policies is one 

reason why we’re forming this association. But we’re all equally 

qualified to participate in discussing the issues and then deciding on 

the policies our association should follow. Consequently, our con

stitution should be based on that assumption. It should guarantee 

all of us the right to participate in the decisions of the association. 
To put it plainly, because we are all equally qualified we should 
govern ourselves democratically.”

Further discussion reveals that the views set forth by the Main 
Speaker accord with the prevailing view. You then agree to draft a 

constitution in conformity with these assumptions.

As you begin your task you quickly discover, however, that vari

ous associations and organization calling themselves “democratic” 
have adopted many different constitutions. Even among “demo
cratic” countries, you find, constitutions differ in important ways. 
As one example, the Constitution of the United States provides for a 
powerful chief executive in the presidency and at the same time for a 

powerful legislature in the Congress; and each of these is rather 

independent of the other. By contrast, most European countries 
have preferred a parliamentary system in which the chief executive, 
a prime minister, is chosen by the parliament. One could easily 
point to many other important differences. There is, it appears, no 
single “democratic” constitution (a matter I shall return to in Chap

ter 10).
You now begin to wonder whether these different constitutions 

have something in common that justifies their claim to being “dem
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ocratic .” And are some perhaps more “democratic” than others? 
What does democracy mean? Alas, you soon learn that the term is 
used in a staggering number of ways. Wisely, you decide to ignore 
this hopeless variety of definitions, for your task is more specific: to 
design a set of rules and principles, a constitution, that will deter
mine how the association’s decisions are to be made. And your 
constitution must be in conformity with one elementary principle: 
that all the members are to be treated (under the constitution) as if 
they were equally qualified to participate in the process of making 
decisions about the policies the association will pursue. Whatever 
may be the case on other matters, then, in governing this associa
tion all members are to be considered as politically equal

CRI TE R I A  FOR A DEMOCRATI C PROCESS

Within the enormous and often impenetrable thicket of ideas 
about democracy, is it possible to identify some criteria that a pro
cess for governing an association would have to meet in order to 
satisfy the requirement that all the members are equally entitled to 
participate in the association’s decisions about its policies? There 
are, I believe, at least five such standards (fig. 4).

Effective participation. Before a policy is adopted by the associa
tion, all the members must have equal and effective opportunities 
for making their views known to the other members as to what the 
policy should be.

Voting equality. When the moment arrives at which the decision 
about policy will finally be made, every member must have an equal 
and effective opportunity to vote, and all votes must be counted as 
equal.

Enlightened understanding. Within reasonable limits as to time, 
each member must have equal and effective opportunities for learn
ing about the relevant alternative policies and their likely con
sequences.
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Control o f the agenda. The members must have the exclusive 
opportunity to decide how and, if they choose, what matters are to 

be placed on the agenda. Thus the democratic process required by 
the three preceding criteria is never closed. The policies of the asso
ciation are always open to change by the members, if they so choose.

Inclusion of adults. All, or at any rate most, adult permanent 

residents should have the full rights of citizens that are implied by 
the first four criteria. Before the twentieth century this criterion was 

unacceptable to most advocates of democracy. To justify it will re

quire us to examine why we should treat others as our political 

equals. After we’ve explored that question in Chapters 6 and 7, I’ll 
return to the criterion of inclusion.

f i g u r e  4. What is democracy?

Democracy provides opportunities for:

1. Effective participation
2. Equality in voting
3. Gaining enlightened understanding

4. Exercising final control over the agenda

5. Inclusion of adults

Meanwhile, you might begin to wonder whether the first four 

criteria are just rather arbitrary selections from many possibilities. 
Do we have good reasons for adopting these particular standards for 

a democratic process?

W H Y  T H E S E  C R I T E R IA ?

The short answer is simply this: each is necessary if the members 
(however limited their numbers may be) are to be politically equal 
in determining the policies of the association. To put it in another 

way, to the extent that any of the requirements is violated, the 

members will not be politically equal.

{ 3 8 }  I D E A L  D E M O C R A C Y



For example, if some members are given greater opportunities 
than others for expressing their views, their policies are more likely 
to prevail. In the extreme case, by curtailing opportunities for dis
cussing the proposals on the agenda, a tiny minority of members 
might, in effect, determine the policies of the association. The crite
rion of effective participation is meant to insure against this result.

Or suppose that the votes of different members are counted 
unequally. For example, lets assume that votes are assigned a weight 
in proportion to the amount of property a member owns, and 
members possess greatly differing amounts of property. If we be
lieve that all the members are equally well qualified to participate in 
the association’s decisions, why should the votes of some be counted 
for more than the votes of others?

Although the first two criteria seem nearly self-evident, you 
might question whether the criterion of enlightened understanding 
is necessary or appropriate. If the members are equally qualified, 
why is this criterion necessary? And if the members are not equally 
qualified, then why design a constitution on the assumption that 
they are?

However, as the Main Speaker said, the principle of political 
equality assumes that the members are all equally well qualified to 
participate in decisions provided they have adequate opportunities 
to learn about the matters before the association by inquiry, discus
sion, and deliberation. The third criterion is meant to insure that 
these opportunities exist for every member. Its essence was set forth 
in 431 b.c.e . by the Athenian leader Pericles in a famous oration 
commemorating the city’s war dead. “Our ordinary citizens, though 
occupied with the pursuits of industry, are still fair judges of public 
matters; . . . and instead of looking on discussion as a stumbling- 
block in the way of action, we think it an indispensable preliminary 
to any wise action at all.” 1

Taken together the first three criteria might seem sufficient. But
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suppose a few members are secretly opposed to the idea that all 

should be treated as political equals in governing the affairs of the 
association. The interests of the largest property owners, they say to 

you, are really more important than the interests of the others. 

Although it would be best, they contend, if the votes of the largest 
property owners were given such extra weight that they could al

ways win, this seems to be out of the question. Consequently, what 
is needed is a provision that would allow them to prevail no matter 

what a majority o f members might adopt in a free and fair vote.
Coming up with an ingenious solution, they propose a constitu

tion that would nicely meet the first three criteria and to that extent 

would appear to be fully democratic. But to nullify those criteria they 
propose to require that at the general meetings the members can 
only discuss and vote on matters that have already been placed on the 

agenda by an executive committee; and membership on the execu
tive committee will be open only to the largest property holders. By 

controlling the agenda, this tiny cabal can be fairly confident that the 
association will never act contrary to its interests, because it will 

never allow any proposal to be brought forward that would do so.

On reflection, you reject their proposal because it violates the 
principle of political equality that you have been charged to uphold. 
You are led instead to a search for constitutional arrangements that 
will satisfy the fourth criterion and thus insure that final control 

rests with the members as a whole.
In order for the members to be political equals in governing the 

affairs of the association, then, it would have to meet all four crite
ria. We have, it seems, discovered the criteria that must be met by an 
association if it is to be governed by a democratic process.

SOME C R U C I A L  QUE ST IO N S

Have we now answered the question “What is democracy?” ? 
Would that the question were so easy to answer! Although the an
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swer I have just offered is a good place to start, it suggests a good 

many more questions.
To begin with, even if the criteria might be usefully applied to the 

government o f a very small, voluntary association, are they really 

applicable to the government of a state?

Words About Words

Because the term state is often used loosely and ambiguously, let 

me say briefly what I mean by it. By state I mean a very special 

type of association that is distinguishable by the extent to which 

it can secure compliance with its rules, among all those over 

whom it claims jurisdiction, by its superior means of coercion. 

When people talk about “ the government,” ordinarily they mean 

the government of the state under whose jurisdiction they live. 

Throughout history, with rare exceptions, states have exercised 

their jurisdiction over people occupying a certain (or in some 

cases, uncertain or contested) territory. Thus we can think of a 

state as a territorial entity. Although in some times and places 

the territory of a state has been no larger than a city, in recent 
centuries states have generally claimed jurisdiction over entire 

countries.

One could find much to quibble with in my brief attempt to convey 

the meaning of the word state. Writings about the state by political 

and legal philosophers would probably require enough paper to use 

up a small forest. But what I have said will, I believe, serve our 
purposes.2

Back, then, to our question. Can we apply the criteria to the 

government o f a state? O f course we can! Indeed, the primary focus 

of democratic ideas has long been the state. Though other kinds of 

associations, particularly some religious organizations, played a
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part in the later history of democratic ideas and practices, from the 

beginnings of democracy in ancient Greece and Rome the political 
institutions we usually think of as characteristic of democracy were 

developed primarily as means for democratizing the government of 
states.

Perhaps it bears repeating that as with other associations no state 

has ever possessed a government that fully measured up to the 

criteria of a democratic process. None is likely to. Yet as I hope to 

show, the criteria provide highly serviceable standards for measur
ing the achievements and possibilities of democratic government.

A second question: Is it realistic to think that an association 
could ever fully meet these criteria? To put the question in another 
way, can any actual association ever be fully democratic? In the real 
world is it likely that every member of an association will truly have 

equal opportunities to participate, to gain an informed understand

ing of the issues, and to influence the agenda?

Probably not. But if so, are these criteria useful? Or are they just 
pie-in-the-sky, utopian hopes for the impossible? The answer, sim

ply stated, is that they are as useful as ideal standards can ever be, 
and they are more relevant and useful than many. They do provide 
standards against which to measure the performance of actual asso
ciations that claim to be democratic. They can serve as guides for 
shaping and reshaping concrete arrangements, constitutions, prac
tices, and political institutions. For all those who aspire to democ
racy, they can also generate relevant questions and help in the search 

for answers.
Because the proof o f the pudding is in the eating, in the remain

ing chapters I hope to show how the criteria can help guide us 
toward solutions for some of the central problems of democratic 
theory and practice.

A third question: Granting that the criteria may serve as useful 
guides, are they all we would need for designing democratic politi
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cal institutions? If, as I imagined above, you were charged with 
the task of designing a democratic constitution and proposing the 
actual institutions of a democratic government, could you move 
straightforwardly from the criteria to the design? Obviously not. 
An architect armed only with the criteria provided by the client— 
as to location, size, general style, number and types of rooms, 
cost, timing, and so on—could then draw up plans only after taking 
into account a great many specific factors. So, too, with political 
institutions.

How we may best interpret our democratic standards, apply 
them to a specific association, and create the political practices and 
institutions they require is, of course, no simple task. To do so we 
must plunge headlong into political realities, where our choices will 
require innumerable theoretical and practical judgments. Among 
other difficulties, when we try to apply several criteria—in this case 
at least four—we are likely to discover that they sometimes conflict 
with one another and we’ll have to make judgments about trade
offs among conflicting values, as we shall discover in our examina
tion of democratic constitutions in Chapter 10.

Finally, an even more fundamental question: the views of the 
Main Speaker were accepted, it seems, without challenge. But why 
should they be? Why should we believe that democracy is desirable, 
particularly in governing an association as important as the state? 
And if the desirability of democracy presupposes the desirability of 
political equality, why should we believe in something that, on the 
face of it, looks rather preposterous? Yet if we don’t believe in politi
cal equality, how can we support democracy? If, however, we do 
believe in political quality among the citizens of a state, won’t that 
require us to adopt something like the fifth criterion—inclusive 
citizenship?

To these challenging questions we now turn.
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C H A P T E R  5

Why Democracy?

Why should we support democracy? More specifically, why 
should we support democracy in governing the state? The state, 
remember, is a unique association whose government possesses an 
extraordinary capacity for obtaining compliance with its rules by 
(among other means) force, coercion, and violence. Are there no 
better ways of governing a state? Would a nondemocratic system of 
government be better?

Words About Words
Throughout this chapter I’ll use the term democracy loosely to 
refer to actual governments, not ideal ones, that meet the criteria 
set out in the last chapter to a significant extent but by no means 
fully. Sometimes I’ll also use popular government as a compre
hensive term that includes not only twentieth-century demo
cratic systems but also systems that are otherwise democratic but 
in which substantial parts of the adult population are excluded 
from the suffrage or other forms of political participation.

Until the twentieth century, most of the world proclaimed the supe
riority of nondemocratic systems both in theory and in practice. 
Until very recently, a preponderant majority of human beings—at 
times, all—have been subject to nondemocratic rulers. And the
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Democracy produces desirable consequences:
1. Avoiding tyranny
2. Essential rights
3. General freedom
4. Self determination
5. Moral autonomy
6. Human development
7. Protecting essential personal interests
8. Political equality

In addition, modern democracies produce:
9. Peace-seeking

10. Prosperity

figure 5.  Why democracy?

heads of nondemocratic regimes have usually tried to justify their 
rule by invoking the ancient and persistent claim that most people 
are just not competent to participate in governing a state. Most 
people would be better off, this argument goes, if they would only 
leave the complicated business of governing to those wiser than 
they—a minority at most, perhaps only one person. In practice, 
these rationalizations were never quite enough, so where argument 
left off coercion took over. Most people never explicitly consented 
to be ruled by their self-assigned superiors; they were forced to do 
so. This older view—and practice—is by no means dead even today. 
In one form or another the contest over government by “the one, 
the few, or the many” is still with us.

In the face of so much history, why should we believe that de
mocracy is a better way of governing the state than any nondemo
cratic alternative? Let me count the reasons.

In comparison with any feasible alternative to it, democracy has 
at least ten advantages (fig. 5).
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i. Democracy helps to prevent government by cruel and vicious 
autocrats.

Perhaps the most fundamental and persistent problem in politics 
is to avoid autocratic rule. Throughout all recorded history, includ
ing our own times, leaders driven by megalomania, paranoia, self- 
interest, ideology, nationalism, religious belief, convictions of in
nate superiority, or sheer emotion and impulse have exploited the 
state’s exceptional capacities for coercion and violence to serve their 
own ends. The human costs of despotic rule rival those of disease, 
famine, and war.

Consider a few examples from the twentieth century. Under 
Joseph Stalin’s rule in the Soviet Union (1929-1953), many millions 
of persons were jailed for political reasons, often because of Stalin’s 
paranoid fear of conspiracies against him. An estimated twenty mil
lion people died in labor camps, were executed for political reasons, 
or died from the famine (1932-33) that resulted when Stalin com
pelled peasants to join state-run farms. Though another twenty 
million victims of Stalin’s rule may have managed to survive, they 
suffered cruelly.1 Or consider Adolph Hitler, the autocratic ruler of 
Nazi Germany (1933-1945). Not counting tens of millions of mili
tary and civilian casualties resulting from World War II, Hitler was 
directly responsible for the death of six million Jews in concentra
tion camps as well as innumerable opponents, Poles, gypsies, ho
mosexuals, and members of other groups he wished to exterminate. 
Under the despotic leadership of Pol Pot in Cambodia (1975-1979), 
the Khmer Rouge killed a quarter of the Cambodian population: an 
instance, one might say, of self-inflicted genocide. So great was Pol 
Pot’s fear of the educated classes that they were almost extermi
nated: wearing spectacles or having uncalloused hands was quite 
literally a death warrant.

To be sure, the history of popular rule is not without its own 
serious blemishes. Like all governments, popular governments have
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sometimes acted unjustly or cruelly toward people outside their 
borders, people living in other states—foreigners, colonials, and so 
on. In this respect popular governments have behaved no worse 
toward outsiders than nondemocratic governments, and often they 
have behaved better. In some cases, as in India, the colonial power 
has contributed inadvertently or intentionally to the creation of 
democratic beliefs and institutions. Yet we should not condone the 
injustices often shown by democratic countries toward outsiders, 
for in so acting they contradict a fundamental moral principle that, 
as we shall see in the next chapter, helps to justify political equality 
among the citizens of a democracy. The only solution to this contra
diction may be a universal code of human rights that is effectively 
enforced throughout the world. Important as this problem and its 
solution are, however, they are beyond scope of this small book.

More directly challenging to democratic ideas and practices is the 
harm inflicted by popular governments on persons who live within 
their jurisdiction and are compelled to obey its laws but who are 
deprived of rights to participate in governing. Although these peo
ple are governed, they do not govern. Fortunately, the solution to 
this problem is obvious, if not always easy to carry out: democratic 
rights should be extended to members of the excluded groups. This 
solution was in fact widely adopted in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries when previous limits on the suffrage were abol
ished and universal adult suffrage became a standard aspect of dem
ocratic government.2

But wait! you might say. Can’t democratic governments also in
flict harm on a minority of citizens who do possess voting rights but 
are outvoted by majorities? Isn’t this what we mean by “the tyranny 
of the majority”?

I wish the answer were simple. Alas! it is much more complicated 
than you might suppose. The complications arise because vir
tually every law or public policy, whether adopted by a democratic

Why Democracy? { 47 }



majority, an oligarchic minority, or a benign dictator, is bound to 
inflict some harm on some persons. Simply put, the issue is not 

whether a government can design all its laws so that none ever 

injures the interests of any citizen. No government, not even a 

democratic government, could uphold such a claim. The issue is 

whether in the long run a democratic process is likely to do less 
harm to the fundamental rights and interests of its citizens than any 
nondemocratic alternative. If only because democratic govern

ments prevent abusive autocracies from ruling, they meet this re

quirement better than nondemocratic governments.

Yet just because democracies are far less tyrannical than non

democratic regimes, democratic citizens can hardly afford to be 

complacent. We cannot reasonably justify the commission of a 

lesser crime because others commit larger crimes. Even when a 
democratic country, following democratic procedures, inflicts an 

injustice the result is still. . .  an injustice. Majority might does not 

make majority right.3

However, there are other reasons for believing that democracies 

are likely to be more just and more respectful of basic human 
interests than nondemocracies.

2. Democracy guarantees its citizens a number of fundamental 

rights that nondemocratic systems do not, and cannot, grant.
Democracy is not only a process of governing. Because rights are 

necessary elements in democratic political institutions, democracy 
is inherently also a system of rights. Rights are among the essential 

building blocks of a democratic process of government.
Consider, for a moment, the democratic standards described in 

the last chapter. Is it not self-evident that in order to satisfy these 
standards a political system would necessarily have to insure its 
citizens certain rights? Take effective participation: to meet that 
standard, would not its citizens necessarily possess a right to partici
pate and a right to express their views on political matters, to hear
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what other citizens have to say, to discuss political matters with 
other citizens? Or consider what the criterion of voting equality 
requires: citizens must have a right to vote and to have their votes 
counted fairly. So with the other democratic standards: clearly cit
izens must have a right to investigate alternatives, a right to partici
pate in deciding how and what should go on the agenda, and so on.

By definition, no nondemocratic system allows its citizens (or 
subjects) this broad array of political rights. If any political system 
were to do so, it would, by definition, become a democracy!

Yet the difference is not just a trivial matter of definitions. To 
satisfy the requirements of democracy, the rights inherent in it must 
actually be available to citizens. To promise democratic rights in 
writing, in law, or even in a constitutional document is not enough. 
The rights must be effectively enforced and effectively available to 
citizens in practice. If they are not, then to that extent the political 
system is not democratic, despite what its rulers claim, and the trap
pings of “democracy” are merely a facade for nondemocratic rule.

Because of the appeal of democratic ideas, in the twentieth cen
tury despotic rulers have often cloaked their rule with a show of 
“democracy” and “elections.” Imagine, however, that in such a 
country all the rights necessary to democracy somehow become, 
realistically speaking, available to citizens. Then the country has 
made a transition to democracy—as happened with great frequency 
during the last half of the twentieth century.

At this point you might want to object that freedom of speech, let 
us say, wont exist just because it is a part of the very definition of 
democracy. Who cares about definitions? Surely, you will say, the 
connection must be something more than definitional. And you 
are, of course, correct. Institutions that provide for and protect 
basic democratic rights and opportunities are necessary to democ
racy: not simply as a logically necessary condition but as an em
pirically necessary condition in order for democracy to exist.
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Even so, you might ask, isn’t this just theory, abstractions, the 

game of theorists, philosophers, and other intellectuals? Surely, you 
may add, it would be foolish to think that the support of a few 

philosophers is enough to create and maintain democracy. And you 

would, of course, be right. In Part IV we’ll examine some of the 
conditions that increase the chances that democracy will be main

tained. Among these is the existence of fairly widespread demo

cratic beliefs among citizens and leaders, including beliefs in the 
rights and opportunities necessary to democracy.

Fortunately, the need for these rights and opportunities is not so 
obscure that it lies beyond the comprehension of ordinary citizens 

and their political leaders. To quite ordinary Americans in the late 
eighteenth century, for example, it was fairly obvious that they 

could not have a democratic republic without freedom of expres
sion. One of the first actions of Thomas Jefferson after he was 
elected to the presidency in 1800 was to bring an end to the in

famous Alien and Sedition Acts enacted under his predecessor, John 
Adams, which would have stifled political expression. In doing so 
Jefferson responded not only to his own convictions but, it appears, 
to views widely held among ordinary American citizens in his time. 
If and when many citizens fail to understand that democracy re
quires certain fundamental rights, or fail to support the political, 

administrative, and judicial institutions that protect those rights, 

then their democracy is in danger.
Fortunately, this danger is somewhat reduced by a third benefit 

of democratic systems.
3. Democracy insures its citizens a broader range of personal free

dom than any feasible alternative to it.
In addition to all the rights, freedoms, and opportunities that are 

strictly necessary in order for a government to be democratic, cit
izens in a democracy are certain to enjoy an even more extensive 
array of freedoms. A belief in the desirability of democracy does not
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exist in isolation from other beliefs. For most people it is a part of a 

cluster o f beliefs. Included in this cluster is the belief that freedom of 

expression, for example, is desirable in itself. In the universe of 

values or goods, democracy has a crucial place. But it is not the only 

good. Like the other rights essential to a democratic process, free 

expression has its own value because it is instrumental to moral 

autonomy, moral judgment, and a good life.

What is more, democracy could not long exist unless its citizens 

manage to create and maintain a supportive political culture, in

deed a general culture supportive of these ideals and practices. The 

relation between a democratic system of government and the dem

ocratic culture that supports it is complex and we’ll come back to it 

in Chapter 12. Suffice it to say here that a democratic culture is 

almost certain to emphasize the value of personal freedom and thus 

to provide support for additional rights and liberties. What the 

Greek statesman Pericles said o f Athenian democracy in 431 b.c .e . 

applies equally to modern democracy: “ The freedom we enjoy in 

our government extends also to our ordinary life.”4

To be sure, the assertion that a democratic state provides a 
broader range of freedom than any feasible alternative would be 

challenged by one who believed that we would all gain greater free

dom if the state were abolished entirely: the audacious claim of 

anarchists.5 But if you try to imagine a world with no state at all, 

where every person respects the fundamental rights of every other 

and all matters requiring collective decisions are settled peacefully 
by unanimous agreement, you will surely conclude, as most people 

do, that it is impossible. Coercion of some persons by other per

sons, groups, or organizations would be all too likely: for example, 

by persons, groups, or organizations intending to rob others of the 

fruits o f their labor, to enslave or dominate those weaker than them

selves, to impose their own rule on others, or, indeed, to re-create a 
coercive state in order to secure their own domination. But if the
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abolition of the state would produce unbearable violence and disor
der—“anarchy” in its popular meaning—then a good state would be 
superior to the bad state that is likely to follow upon the heels of 
anarchy.

If we reject anarchism and assume the need for a state, then a 
state with a democratic government will provide a broader range of 
freedom than any other.

4. Democracy helps people to protect their own fundamental 
interests.

Everyone, or nearly everyone, wants certain things: survival, 
food, shelter, health, love, respect, security, family, friends, satisfy
ing work, leisure, and others. The specific pattern of your wants will 
probably differ from the specific pattern of another’s. Like most 
people, you will surely want to exercise some control over the fac
tors that determine whether and to what extent you can satisfy your 
wants—some freedom of choice, an opportunity to shape your life 
in accordance with your own goals, preferences, tastes, values, com
mitments, beliefs. Democracy protects this freedom and oppor
tunity better than any alternative political system that has ever been 
devised. No one has put the argument more forcefully than John 
Stuart Mill.

A principle “of as universal truth and applicability as any general 
propositions which can be laid down respecting human affairs,” he 
wrote, “. . .  is that the rights and interests of every or any person are 
secure from being disregarded when the person is himself able, and 
habitually disposed, to stand up for them. . . . Human beings are 
only secure from evil at the hands of others in proportion as they 
have the power of being, and are, self-protecting!' You can protect 
your rights and interests from abuse by government, and by those 
who influence or control government, he went on to say, only if you 
can participate fully in determining the conduct of the government. 
Therefore, he concluded, “nothing less can be ultimately desirable
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than the admission of all to a share in the sovereign power of the 

state,” that is, a democratic government.6

Mill was surely right. To be sure, even if you are included in the 

electorate of a democratic state you cannot be certain that all your 

interests will be adequately protected; but if you are excluded you 

can be pretty sure that your interests will be seriously injured by 

neglect or outright damage. Better inclusion than exclusion!

Democracy is uniquely related to freedom in still another way.

5. Only a democratic government can provide a maximum oppor

tunity for persons to exercise the freedom of self-determination—that 
is, to live under laws of their own choosing.

No normal human being can enjoy a satisfactory life except by 

living in association with other persons. But living in association 

with others has a price: you cannot always do just what you like. As 

you left your childhood behind, you learned a basic fact o f life: what 

you would like to do sometimes conflicts with what others would 

like to do. You have also learned that the group or groups to which 

you want to belong follow certain rules or practices that as a mem

ber you, too, will have to obey. Consequently, if  you cannot simply 

impose your wishes by force, then you must find a way to resolve 

your differences peacefully, perhaps by agreement.

Thus a question arises that has proved deeply perplexing in both 

theory and practice. How can you choose the rules that you are 

obliged by your group to obey? Because o f the state’s exceptional 
capacity to enforce its laws by coercion, the question is particularly 

relevant to your position as a citizen (or subject) of a state. How can 

you both be free to choose the laws that are to be enforced by the 
state and yet, having chosen them, not be free to disobey them?

If you and your fellow citizens always agreed, the solution would 
be easy: you would all simply agree unanimously on the laws. In

deed, in these circumstances you might have no need for laws, 

except perhaps to serve as a reminder; in obeying the rules you

Why Democracy? { 53 }



would be obeying yourself. In effect the problem would vanish, and 
the complete harmony between you and your fellows would make 
the dream of anarchism come true. Alas! Experience shows that 
genuine, unforced, lasting unanimity is rare in human affairs; en
during and perfect consensus is an unattainable goal. So our diffi
cult question remains.

If we cant reasonably expect to live in perfect harmony with all 
our fellow human beings, we might try instead to create a process 
for arriving at decisions about rules and laws that would satisfy 
certain reasonable criteria.

• The process would insure that before a law is enacted you and 

all other citizens will have an opportunity to make your views 
known.

• You will be guaranteed opportunities for discussion, 
deliberation, negotiation, and compromise that in the best 

circumstances might lead to a law that everyone will find 
satisfactory.

• In the more likely event that unanimity cannot be achieved, 
the proposed law that has the greatest number of supporters 
will be enacted.

These criteria, you will notice, are parts of the ideal democratic 
process described in the previous chapter. Although that process 
cannot guarantee that all the members will literally live under laws 
of their own choosing, it expands self-determination to its max

imum feasible limits. Even when you are among the outvoted mem
bers whose preferred option is rejected by the majority of your 
fellow citizens, you may nonetheless decide that the process is fairer 
than any other that you can reasonably hope to achieve. To that 
extent you are exercising your freedom of self-determination by 

freely choosing to live under a democratic constitution rather than a 

nondemocratic alternative.
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6. Only a democratic government can provide a maximum oppor
tunity for exercising moral responsibility.

What does it mean to say that you exercise moral responsibility? 
It means, I believe, that you adopt your moral principles and make 
decisions that depend on these principles only after you have en
gaged in a thoughtful process of reflection, deliberation, scrutiny, 
and consideration of the alternatives and their consequences. For 
you to be morally responsible is for you to be self-governing in the 
domain of morally relevant choices.

This is more demanding than most of us can hope to meet most 
of the time. Yet to the extent that your opportunity to live under the 
laws of your own choosing is limited, the scope for your moral 
responsibility is also limited. How can you be responsible for deci
sions that you cannot control? If you cannot influence the conduct 
of government officials, how can you be responsible for their con
duct? If you are subject to collective decisions, as certainly you are, 
and if the democratic process maximizes your opportunity to live 
under laws of your own choosing, then—to an extent that no non- 
democratic alternative can achieve—it also enables you to act as a 
morally responsible person.

7. Democracy fosters human development more fully than any fea
sible alternative.

This is a bold claim and considerably more controversial than 
any of the others. It is, you will notice, an empirical assertion, a 
claim as to facts. In principle, we should be able to test the claim by 
devising an appropriate way of measuring “human development” 
and comparing human development among people who live in 
democratic and nondemocratic regimes. But the task is of stagger
ing difficulty. As a consequence, though such evidence as exists 
supports the proposition, we probably should regard it as an asser
tion that is highly plausible but unproved.

Just about everyone has views about the human qualities they
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think are desirable or undesirable, qualities that should be de
veloped if they are desirable and deterred if they are undesirable. 
Among the desirable qualities that most of us would want to foster 
are honesty, fairness, courage, and love. Many of us also believe that 
fully developed adult persons should possess the capacity for look
ing after themselves, for acting to take care of their interests and not 
simply counting on others to do so. It is desirable, many of us think, 
that adults should act responsibly, should weigh alternative courses 
of action as best they can, should consider consequences, and 
should take into account the rights and obligations of others as well 
as themselves. And they should possess the ability to engage in free 
and open discussions with others about the problems they face 
together.

At birth, most human beings possess the potentiality for devel
oping these qualities. Whether and how much they actually develop 
them depends on many circumstances, among which is the nature 
of the political system in which a person lives. Only democratic sys
tems provide the conditions under which the qualities I have men
tioned are likely to develop fully. All other regimes reduce, often 
drastically, the scope within which adults can act to protect their 
own interests, consider the interests of others, take responsibility for 
important decisions, and engage freely with others in a search for 
the best decision. A democratic government is not enough to insure 
that people develop these qualities, but it is essential.

8. Only a democratic government can foster a relatively high degree 
of political equality.

One of the most important reasons for preferring a democratic 
government is that it can achieve political equality among citizens 
to a much greater extent than any feasible alternative. But why 
should we place a value on political equality? Because the answer is 
far from self-evident, in the two following chapters I shall explain 
why political equality is desirable, why, indeed, it necessarily follows
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if we accept several reasonable assumptions that probably most of 
us do believe in. I shall also show that if we accept political equality 
then we must add the fifth democratic criterion in figure 4.

The advantages of democracy that I have discussed so far would 
tend to apply to democracies past and present. But as we saw in 
Chapter 2, some of the political institutions of the democratic sys
tems with which we are familiar today are a product of recent 
centuries; indeed, one of them, universal adult suffrage, is mainly a 
product of the twentieth century. These modern representative sys
tems with full adult suffrage appear to have two additional advan
tages that could not necessarily be claimed for all earlier democ
racies and republics.

9. Modern representative democracies do not fight wars with one 
another.

This extraordinary advantage of democratic governments was 
largely unpredicted and unexpected. Yet by the last decade of the 
twentieth century the evidence had become overwhelming. Of 
thirty-four international wars between 1945 and 1989 none occurred 
among democratic countries. What is more, “ there has been little 
expectation of or preparation for war among them either.”7 The 
observation even holds true before 1945. Well back into the nine
teenth century, countries with representative governments and 
other democratic institutions, where a substantial part of the male 
population was enfranchised, did not fight wars with one another.

Of course modern democratic governments have fought wars 
with nondemocratic countries, as they did in World Wars I and II. 
They have also imposed colonial rule by military force on con
quered peoples. They have sometimes interfered in the political life 
of other countries, even weakening or helping in the overthrow of a 
weak government. Until the 1980s, for example, the United States 
had an abysmal record of giving support to military dictatorships in
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Latin America; in 1954 it was instrumental in the military coup that 
overthrew the newly elected government of Guatemala.

Nonetheless, the remarkable fact is that modern representative 
democracies do not engage in war with one another. The reasons 
are not entirely clear. Probably the high levels of international 
trade among modern democracies predisposes them to friendliness 
rather than war.8 But it is also true that democratic citizens and 
leaders learn the arts of compromise. In addition, they are inclined 
to see people in other democratic countries as less threatening, 
more like themselves, more trustworthy. Finally, the practice and 
history of peaceful negotiations, treaties, alliances, and common 
defense against nondemocratic enemies reinforce the predisposi
tion to seek peace rather than fight wars.

Thus a more democratic world promises also to be a more peace
ful world.

10. Countries with democratic governments tend to be more pros
perous than countries with nondemocratic governments.

Until about two centuries ago, a common assumption among 
political philosophers was that democracy was best suited to a frugal 
people: affluence, it was thought, was a hallmark of aristocracies, 
oligarchies, and monarchies, but not democracy. Yet the experience 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries demonstrated precisely 
the opposite. Democracies were affluent, and by comparison non
democracies were, on the whole, poor.

The relation between affluence and democracy was particularly 
striking in the last half of the twentieth century. The explanation is 
partly to be found in the affinity between representative democracy 
and a market economy, in which markets are for the most part not 
highly regulated, workers are free to move from one place or job to 
another, privately owned firms compete for sales and resources, and 
consumers can choose among goods and services offered by com
peting suppliers. By the end of the twentieth century, although not
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all countries with market economies were democratic, all countries 

with democratic political systems also had market economies.

In the past two centuries a market economy has generally pro

duced more affluence than any alternative to it. Thus the ancient 

wisdom has been turned on its head. Because all modern demo

cratic countries have market economies, and a country with a mar

ket economy is likely to prosper, a modern democratic country is 

likely also to be a rich country.

Democracies typically possess other economic advantages over 

most nondemocratic systems. For one thing, democratic countries 

foster the education of their people; and an educated workforce is 

helpful to innovation and economic growth. In addition, the rule of 

law is usually sustained more strongly in democratic countries; 

courts are more independent; property rights are more secure; con

tractual agreements are more effectively enforced; and arbitrary 

intervention in economic life by government and politicians is less 

likely. Finally, modern economies depend on communication, and 

in democratic countries the barriers to communication are much 

lower. Seeking and exchanging information is easier, and far less 

dangerous than it is in most nondemocratic regimes.

In sum, despite some notable exceptions on both sides, modern 

democratic countries have generally tended to provide a more hos

pitable environment in which to achieve the advantages of market 

economies and economic growth than have the governments of 

nondemocratic regimes.

Yet if the affiliation between modern democracy and market 
economies has advantages for both, we cannot overlook an impor

tant cost that market economies impose on a democracy. Because 

a market economy generates economic inequality, it can also di

minish the prospects for attaining full political equality among the 

citizens of a democratic country. We return to this problem in 
Chapter 14.
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It would be a grievous error to ask too much of any government, 

including a democratic government. Democracy cannot guarantee 

that its citizens will be happy, prosperous, healthy, wise, peaceful, or 
just. To attain these ends is beyond the capacity of any government, 

including a democratic government. What is more, in practice de
mocracy has always fallen far short of its ideals. Like all previous 
attempts to achieve a more democratic government, modern de
mocracies also suffer from many defects.

In spite of its flaws, however, we must never lose sight of the 
benefits that make democracy more desirable than any feasible al

ternative to it:

1. Democracy helps to prevent government by cruel and 

vicious autocrats.

2. Democracy guarantees its citizens a number of fundamental 

rights that nondemocratic systems do not, and cannot, grant.
3. Democracy insures its citizens a broader range of personal 

freedom than any feasible alternative to it.

4. Democracy helps people to protect their own fundamental 

interests.
5. Only a democratic government can provide a maximum 

opportunity for persons to exercise the freedom of self- 
determination—that is, to live under laws of their own 

choosing.
6. Only a democratic government can provide a maximum 

opportunity for exercising moral responsibility.
7. Democracy fosters human development more fully than any 

feasible alternative.
8. Only a democratic government can foster a relatively high 

degree of political equality.

T H E  A D V A N T A G E S  OF D E M O C R A C Y :  S U M M A R Y
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9. Modern representative democracies do not fight wars with 
one another.

10. Countries with democratic governments tend to be more 
prosperous than countries with nondemocratic 
governments.

With all these advantages, democracy is, for most of us, a far better 
gamble than any attainable alternative to it.
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C H A P T E R  6

W hy Political Equality i?

I N T R I N S I C  E Q U A L I T Y

Many people will conclude that the advantages of democracy 

discussed in the last chapter may be enough—perhaps more than 

enough—to justify their belief that democratic government is supe

rior to any alternatives that are realistically attainable. And yet, you 
just might wonder whether it is reasonable for you to assume, as a 
belief in democracy seems to presuppose, that citizens ought to be 
treated as political equals when they participate in governing. Why 
should the rights necessary to a democratic process of governing be 

extended equally to citizens?

The answer, though crucial to a belief in democracy, is very far 

from obvious.

I S  E Q U A L I T Y  S E L F - E V I D E N T ?

In words that were to become famous throughout the world, in 
1776 the authors of the American Declaration of Independence an

nounced: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 
created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 
inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pur
suit of happiness.” If equality is self-evident then no further jus
tification is needed. None can be found in the Declaration. Yet 
for most of us it is very far from self-evident that all men—and 
women—are created equal. If the assumption is not self-evidently 
true, can we reasonably justify adopting it? And if we cannot, how

{ 62 }



can we defend a process for governing that seems to assume it to be 

true?
Critics have often dismissed assertions about equality like that in 

the Declaration of Independence as nothing more than empty rhet
oric. If a claim like that is supposed to state a fact about human 
beings, they insist, it is self-evidently false.

To the charge of falsity, critics sometimes add hypocrisy. As an 
example they point out that the authors of the Declaration ignored 
the inconvenient fact that in the new states they were now declaring 
independent, a preponderant majority of persons were excluded 
from enjoying the inalienable rights with which they were sup
posedly endowed by no less than their Creator. Then and long 
thereafter women, slaves, free Negroes, and native peoples were 
deprived not only of political rights but of many other “ inalienable 
rights” essential to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Indeed, 
property was also an “ inalienable” right, and slaves were the prop
erty of their owners. Thomas Jefferson, the principal author of the 
Declaration, himself owned slaves. In important respects women, 
too, were the property of their husbands. And a substantial number 
of free men—on some estimates about 40 percent—were denied the 
right to vote; in all the new American states the right to vote was 
restricted to property holders into the nineteenth century.

Neither then nor later was inequality at all peculiar to the United 
States. On the contrary. In the 1830s the French writer Alexis de 
Tocqueville concluded that in comparison with Europe one of the 
distinctive characteristics of the United States was the extraordinary 
degree of social equality among that country’s citizens.

Although many inequalities have diminished since 1776, many 
remain. We need only look around us to see inequalities every
where. Inequality, not equality, appears to be the natural condition 
of humankind.

Thomas Jefferson was too experienced in human affairs to be
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unaware of the self-evident fact that in many important respects 

human capacities, advantages, and opportunities are not distrib
uted equally at birth, much less after nurture, circumstance, and 
luck have compounded initial differences. The fifty-five men who 

signed the Declaration of Independence—men of practical experi

ence, lawyers, merchants, planters—were hardly naive in their un

derstanding of human beings. If we grant that they were neither 

ignorant of reality nor simply hypocritical, what could they possibly 

have meant by the audacious assertion that all men are created 
equal?

Despite so much evidence to the contrary, the idea that human 

beings are fundamentally equal made a great deal of sense to Jeffer
son, as it had to others before him like the English philosophers 

Thomas Hobbes and John Locke.1 Since Jefferson’s time many more 

persons throughout the world have come to accept, in some form, 
the idea of human equality. To many, equality is simply a fact. Thus 
to Alexis de Tocqueville in 1835 the increasing “equality of condi
tions” he observed in Europe as well as America was so striking that 
it was “a providential fact, and it possesses all the characteristics of a 

Divine decree: it is universal, it is durable, it constantly eludes all 

human interference, and all events as well as all men contribute to 

its progress.” 2

I N T R I N S I C  e q u a l i t y : a  m o r a l  j u d g m e n t

Equalities and inequalities can take an almost infinite variety of 
forms. Inequality in the ability to win a marathon race or a spelling 
bee is one thing. Inequality in opportunities to vote, speak, and 
participate in governing in other ways is quite another.

To understand why it is reasonable to commit ourselves to politi
cal equality among citizens of a democratic state, we need to recog
nize that sometimes when we talk about equality we do not mean to 
express a factual judgment. We do not intend to describe what we
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believe is or will be true, as we do when we make statements about 
winners of marathon races or spelling bees. Instead we mean to 
express a moral judgment about human beings; we intend to say 
something about what we believe ought to be. One such moral 
judgment might be put this way: “We ought to regard the good of 
every human being as intrinsically equal to that of any other.” Em
ploying the words of the Declaration, as a moral judgment we insist 
that one persons life, liberty, and happiness is not intrinsically su
perior or inferior to the life, liberty, and happiness of any other. 
Consequently, we say, we ought to treat all persons as if they pos
sess equal claims to life, liberty, happiness, and other fundamental 
goods and interests. Let me call this moral judgment the principle of 
intrinsic equality.

The principle does not take us very far, and in order to apply it to 
the government of a state, it helps to add a supplementary principle 
that it seems to imply: “ In arriving at decisions, the government 
must give equal consideration to the good and interests of every 
person bound by those decisions.” But why should we apply the 
principle of intrinsic equality to the government of a state and 
obligate it to give equal consideration to the interests of all? Unlike 
the authors of the Declaration, the claim that the truth of intrinsic 
equality is self-evident strikes me, and no doubt many others, as 
highly implausible. Yet intrinsic equality embodies so fundamental 
a view about the worth of human beings that it lies close to the 
limits of further rational justification. As with factual judgments, 
so, too, with moral judgments: if you pursue any assertion far 
enough down toward its foundations you finally reach limits be
yond which reasonable argument takes you no further. In Martin 
Luther's memorable words of 1521: “ It is neither safe nor prudent to 
do aught against conscience. Here I stand—I cannot do otherwise. 
God help me. Amen.”

Although the principle of intrinsic equality lies close to these
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ultimate limits, we have not quite reached them. For several reasons, 

intrinsic equality is, I believe, a reasonable principle on which to 
base the government of a state.

W H Y  W E  S H O U L D  A D O P T  T H E  P R I N C I P L E

Ethical and religious grounds. First, for a great many people 

throughout the world it is consistent with their most fundamental 

ethical beliefs and principles. That we are all equally God’s chil

dren is a tenet o f Judaism, Christianity, and Islam; Buddhism incor

porates a somewhat similar view. (Among the worlds major reli

gions, Hinduism may be an exception.) Most moral reasoning, 

most systems of ethics, explicitly or implicitly assume some such 

principle.

The weakness of an alternative principle. Second, whatever might 

be the case with other associations, for governing a state many of us 

find every general alternative to intrinsic equality implausible and 

unconvincing. Suppose Citizen Jones were to propose the following 

alternative as a principle for governing the state: “ In making deci

sions the government must always treat my good and my interests as 

superior to those of everyone else.” Implicitly rejecting the principle 

of intrinsic equality, Jones asserts what might be called a principle of 

intrinsic superiority—or at least Jones’s intrinsic superiority. The 

claim to intrinsic superiority could be made more inclusive, of 

course, and it usually is: “ The good and interests of my group 

[Jones’s family, class, caste, race, or whatever] are superior to those 

o f all others.”
It will come as no shock to acknowledge at this point that we 

human beings have more than a trace of egoism: in varying degrees 

we tend to be more concerned with our own interests than those of 

others. Consequently, many of us might be strongly tempted make 

just such a claim for ourselves and those to whom we are most
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attached. But unless we ourselves can count confidently on control
ling the government of the state, why should we accept the intrinsic 
superiority of certain others as a fundamental political principle?

To be sure, a person or a group with enough power could enforce 
a claim to their intrinsic superiority over your objections—literally 
over your dead body. Throughout human history many individuals 
and groups have used—or rather, abused—their power in just that 
way. But because naked force has its limits, those who have laid a 
claim to being the embodiment of an intrinsic superiority to others 
have invariably cloaked their otherwise transparently feeble claim 
with myth, mystery, religion, tradition, ideology, and pomp and 
circumstance.

Yet if you were not a member of the privileged group and could 
safely reject their claim to intrinsic superiority, would you freely 
and knowingly consent to such a preposterous principle? I strongly 
doubt it.

Prudence. The two preceding reasons for adopting a principle of 
intrinsic equality as a basis for governing a state suggest a third: 
prudence. Because the government of a state not only confers great 
benefits but also can inflict great harm, prudence dictates a cautious 
concern for the manner in which its unusual capacities will be 
employed. A governing process that definitely and permanently 
privileged your own good and interests over those of others might 
be appealing if you were confident that you or your group would 
always prevail. But for many people that outcome is so unlikely, or 
at least so uncertain, that it is safer to insist that your interests will 
be given equal consideration with those of others.

Acceptability. A principle you find prudent to adopt, many others 
will also. Thus a process that guarantees equal consideration for all, 
you may reasonably conclude, is more likely to secure the assent of 
all the others whose cooperation you need to achieve your ends.
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Seen in this perspective, the principle of intrinsic equality makes a 
great deal of sense.

Yes, despite the claim to the contrary in the Declaration of Inde
pendence, it is indeed far from obvious why we should hold to the 
principle of intrinsic equality and give equal consideration to the 
interests of all in governing the state.

But if we interpret intrinsic equality as a principle of government 
that is justified on grounds of morality, prudence, and acceptability, 
it appears to me to make more sense than any alternative to it.
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C H A P T E R  7

W/iy Political Equality u?
C I V I C  C O M P E T E N C E

It may now come as an unpleasant surprise to learn that even if 
we accept intrinsic equality and the equal consideration of interests 
as sound moral judgments, we are not necessarily bound to endorse 
democracy as the best process for governing a state.

T H E  C O U N T E R C L A I M  OF G U A R D I A N S H I P  

To see why this is so, let us imagine that a member of a small 
group of fellow citizens says to you and others: “Like you, we also 
strongly believe in intrinsic equality. But we are not only deeply 
devoted to the common good; we also know better than most how 
to achieve it. As a result we are much better fitted than the great 
majority of people to rule. So if you will only grant us exclusive 
authority over the government, we will devote our wisdom and our 
labors to serving the general good; and in doing so we will give 
equal consideration to the good and interests of all.”

The claim that government should be turned over to experts 
deeply committed to rule for the general good and superior to 
others in their knowledge of the means to achieve it—Guardians, 
Plato called them—has always been the major rival to democratic 
ideas. Advocates of Guardianship attack democracy at a seemingly 
vulnerable point: they simply deny that ordinary people are compe
tent to govern themselves. They do not necessarily deny that human 
beings are intrinsically equal in the sense that we explored earlier. As
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in Plato's ideal Republic, the Guardians might be committed to 

serving the good of all and, at least by implication, might hold that 
all those under their guardianship are intrinsically equal in their 
good or interests. Advocates of Guardianship in Plato’s sense do not 
claim that the interests of the persons chosen as guardians are in
trinsically superior to the interests of others. They contend that 
experts in governing, the Guardians, would be superior in their 

knowledge of the general good and the best means to achieve it.

The argument for political guardianship makes a persuasive use 
of analogies, particularly analogies involving expert knowledge and 
competence: a physician’s superior knowledge on matters of sick
ness and health, for example, or a pilot’s superior competence to 

guide us safely to our destination. Why not therefore allow those 
with superior competence in governing to make crucial decisions 
about the health of the state? To pilot the government toward its 

proper destination, the public good? Surely we can’t assume that all 

persons are invariably the best judges of their own interests. Chil
dren obviously are not; others, usually parents, must serve as their 

guardians until they are competent to take care of themselves. That 
adults can also be mistaken about their interests, about the best 

means to attain their goals, is demonstrated by common experi
ence: most of us come to regret some of our past decisions. We were, 
we admit, mistaken. What is more, almost all of us do rely on 
experts to make crucial decisions that bear strongly and directly on 
our well-being, happiness, health, future, even our survival, not just 
physicians, surgeons, and pilots but in our increasingly complex 
society a myriad others. So if we let experts make decisions on 

important matters like these, why shouldn’t we turn government 
over to experts?

Attractive as it may seem at times, the argument for Guardian
ship rather than democracy fails to take sufficient account of some 

crucial defects in the analogy.
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To delegate certain subordinate decisions to experts is not equiv
alent to ceding final control over major decisions. As an old adage has 
it, experts should be kept on tap, not on top. Experts may possess 
knowledge that is superior to yours in some important respects. A 
good physician may know better than you how to diagnose your 
illness, what course it is likely to run, how severe it will be, how best 
to treat it, and whether it is in fact treatable. You may reasonably 
choose to follow your physician’s recommendations. But that does 
not mean that you should cede to your physician the power to 
decide whether you should undertake the course of treatment she or 
he recommends. Likewise, it is one thing for government officials to 
seek the aid of experts; but it is quite another for a political elite to 
possess the power to decide on the laws and policies you will be 
compelled to obey.

Personal decisions made by individuals are not equivalent to deci
sions made and enforced by the government of a state. The fundamen
tal issue in the debate over guardianship versus democracy is not 
whether as individuals we must sometimes put our trust in experts. 
The issue is who or what group should have the final say in decisions 
made by the government of a state. You might reasonably wish to 
turn certain personal decisions over to someone more expert on 
those matters than you, like your doctor, accountant, lawyer, air
plane pilot, or others. But it does not follow automatically that it 
would be reasonable for you to turn over to a political elite the 
authority to control the major decisions of the government of the 
state, decisions that would be enforced if need be by coercion, 
imprisonment, perhaps even death.

To govern a state well requires much more than strictly scientific 
knowledge. Governing is not a science in the sense that physics or 
chemistry or even, in some respects, medicine is a science. This is 
true for several reasons. For one thing, virtually all important deci
sions about policies, whether personal or governmental, require
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ethical judgments. To make a decision about the ends that govern
ment policies should be designed to achieve (justice, equity, fair
ness, happiness, health, survival, security, well-being, equality, or 
whatnot) is to make an ethical judgment. Ethical judgments are not 
“scientific” judgments in the usual sense.1

Then, too, good ends often conflict with one another and re
sources are limited. Consequently, decisions about policies, whether 
personal or governmental, almost always require judgments about 
trade-offs, a balancing of different ends. For example, achieving 
economic equality may impair economic incentives; the costs of 
benefits for the elderly may be imposed on the young; expenditures 
on generations now living may impose costs on generations to 
come; preserving a wilderness area may come at the price of jobs for 
miners and timber-workers. Judgments about trade-offs among dif
ferent ends are not “scientific.” Empirical evidence is important 
and necessary, but it is never sufficient. In deciding how much we 
should sacrifice one end, good, or goal in order to attain some 
measure of another, we necessarily move well beyond anything that 
strictly scientific knowledge can provide.

There is another reason why decisions about policies require 
judgments that are not strictly “scientific.” Even if the ends of policy 
decisions can be agreed on in a general way, there is almost always 
considerable uncertainty and conflict over the means: how the end 
may best be achieved, the desirability, feasibility, acceptability, and 
likely consequences of alternative means. What are the best means 
of taking care of the poor, the jobless, the homeless? How are the 
interests of children best protected and advanced? How large a bud
get is needed for military defense, and for what purposes? It is 
impossible to demonstrate, I believe, that a group exists, or could be 
created, who possess “scientific” or “expert” knowledge that pro
vides definite answers to questions like these. Would we rather en
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trust the repair of our car to a theoretical physicist—or to a good 
automobile mechanic?

To govern a state well takes more than knowledge. It also requires 
incorruptibility, a firm resistance to all the enormous temptations 
of power, a continuing and inflexible dedication to the public good 
rather than benefits for oneself or one’s group.

Because experts may be qualified to serve as your agents does not 
mean that they are qualified to serve as your rulers. Advocates of 
guardianship make not just one claim but two. A ruling elite can be 
created, they contend, whose members are both definitely superior 
to others in their knowledge of the ends a good government should 
seek and the best means to achieve those ends; and so deeply dedi
cated to pursuing the public good that they can safely be entrusted 
with the sovereign authority to govern the state.

As we have just seen, the first claim is highly dubious. But even if 
it could be shown to be justified, that would not by itself support the 
second claim. Knowledge is one thing; power is another. The likely 
effects of power on those who wield it were succinctly summed up 
in 1887 by an English baron, Lord Acton, in a famous statement: 
“ Power tends to corrupt; absolute power corrupts absolutely.” A 
century earlier William Pitt, a British statesman of vast experience 
in political life, had made a similar observation: “Unlimited power,” 
he said in a speech in Parliament, “ is apt to corrupt the minds of 
those who possess it.”

This was also the general view among the members of the Ameri
can Constitutional Convention in 1787, who were not lacking in 
experience on this question. “Sir, there are two passions which have 
a powerful influence on the affairs of men,” said the oldest delegate, 
Benjamin Franklin. “These are ambition and avarice; the love of 
power and the love of money.” One of the youngest delegates, Alex
ander Hamilton, concurred: “Men love power.” And one of the
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most experienced and influential delegates, George Mason, con
curred: “From the nature of man, we may be sure that those who 
have power in their hands . . . will always, when they can, . . . 
increase it.”2

However wise and worthy the members of a ruling elite entrusted 
with the power to govern a state may be when they first take power, 
in a few years or a few generations they are likely to abuse it. If 
human history provides any lessons, one surely is that through 
corruption, nepotism, the advancement of individual and group 
interests, and abuse of their monopoly over the state’s coercive 
power to suppress criticism, extract wealth from their subjects, and 
insure their obedience by coercion, the Guardians of a state are 
likely to turn into despots.

Finally; to design a utopia is one thing; to bring it about is quite 
another. An advocate of Guardianship confronts a host of formida
ble practical problems: How is the Guardianship to be inaugurated? 
Who will draw up the constitution, so to speak, and who will put it 
into action? How will the first Guardians be chosen? If Guardian
ship is to depend in some way on the consent of the governed and 
not outright coercion, how will consent be obtained? In whatever 
way the Guardians are first selected, will they then choose their 
successors, like the members of a club? If so, won’t the system run a 
high risk of degenerating from an aristocracy of talent into an oli
garchy of birth? Yet if the existing Guardians do not choose their 
successors, who will? How will abusive and exploitative Guardians 
be discharged? And so on.

T H E  C O M P E T E N C E  OF C I T I Z E N S  TO G O V E R N

Unless advocates of Guardianship can provide convincing solu
tions to the problems in their prescription that I have just described, 
prudence and reason require, in my judgment, that we reject their 
case. In rejecting the case for Guardianship, in effect we conclude:
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Among adults no persons are so definitely better qualified than others 
to govern that they should be entrusted with complete and final au
thority over the government of the state.

But if we should not be governed by Guardians, by whom should 
we be governed? By ourselves.

On most matters we tend to believe that unless a highly convinc
ing case can be made to the contrary, every adult should be allowed 
to judge what is best for his or her own good or interests. We apply 
this presumption in favor of personal autonomy only to adults, 
however, and not to children. From experience we assume instead 
that parents must act as guardians to protect the interests of their 
children. If the parents fail, others, perhaps the government, may 
need to step in.

Sometimes we also reject the presumption for persons of adult 
age who are judged to lack a normal capacity to look out for them
selves. Like children, they, too, may need guardians. Yet unlike chil
dren, for whom the presumption has been overruled by law and 
convention, with adults the presumption cannot be lightly overrid
den. The potential for abuse is all too obvious. Consequently, we 
require an independent finding, a judicial process of some kind.

If we assume that with few exceptions adults should be entrusted 
with the right to make personal decisions about what is in their best 
interest, why should we reject this view in governing the state? The 
key question here is no longer whether adults are generally compe
tent to make the personal decisions they face daily. The question 
now is whether most adults are sufficiently competent to participate 
in governing the state. Are they?

To arrive at the answer, consider again some conclusions we 
reached in the last several chapters:

Democracy confers many advantages on its citizens. Citizens are 
strongly protected against despotic rulers; they possess fundamen
tal political rights; in addition, they also enjoy a wider sphere of
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freedom; as citizens they acquire means for protecting and advanc

ing their most important personal interests; they can also partici
pate in deciding on the laws under which they will live; they can 
exercise a wide range of moral autonomy; and they possess unusual 
opportunities for personal development.

If we conclude that democracy provides these advantages over 

nondemocratic systems of government, several fundamental ques
tions arise: Why should the advantages of democracy be restricted 

to some persons and not others? Why shouldn’t they be available to 

all adults?

If a government ought to give equal consideration to the good of 
each person, should not all adults have the right to participate in 
deciding what laws and policies would best achieve the ends they 
seek, whether their ends are restricted narrowly to their own good 

or include the good of all?

If no persons are so definitely better qualified to govern that they 
should be entrusted with complete and final authority over the 

government of the state, then who is better qualified to participate 
than all the adults who are subject to the laws?

From the conclusions implied by these questions, another fol
lows that I would put this way: Except on a very strong showing to the 
contrary in rare circumstances, protected by law; every adult subject to 
the laws of the state should be considered to be sufficiently well quali

fied to participate in the democratic process of governing that state.

A F I F T H  D E M O C R A T I C  S T A N D A R D :  I N C L U S I O N

The conclusion to which the argument of this chapter now 
points is that if you are deprived of an equal voice in the govern
ment of a state, the chances are quite high that your interests will 
not be given the same attention as the interests of those who do have 
a voice. If you have no voice, who will speak up for you? Who will
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defend your interests if you cannot? And not just your interests as 
an individual. If you happen to be a member of an entire group 
excluded from participation, how will the fundamental interests of 
that group be protected?

The answer is clear. The fundamental interests of adults who are 
denied opportunities to participate in governing will not be ade
quately protected and advanced by those who govern. The historical 
evidence on this point is overwhelming. As we saw in our brief 
survey of the evolution of democracy, nobles and burghers in En
gland, discontented with the arbitrary way monarchs imposed bur
dens on them without their consent, demanded and gained the 
right to participate in governing. Centuries later the middle classes, 
believing that their fundamental interests were ignored, in turn 
demanded and gained that right. There and elsewhere the continu
ing legal or de facto exclusion of women, slaves, poor persons, and 
manual workers, among others, left the members of these groups 
poorly protected against exploitation and abuse even in countries 
like Great Britain and the United States where the government was 
otherwise largely democratic.

In 1861 John Stuart Mill contended that because the working 
classes were denied suffrage, no one in government spoke up for 
their interests. Although he did not believe, he said, that those who 
participated in the government deliberately intended to sacrifice the 
interests of the working classes to their own, nonetheless, he asked, 
“ Does Parliament, or almost any of the members composing it, ever 
for an instant look at any question with the eyes of a workingman? 
When a subject arises in which the laborers as such have an interest, 
is it regarded from any point of view but that of employers of 
labor?”3 The same question could have been asked about slaves in 
ancient and modern republics; about women throughout history 
until the twentieth century; about many persons nominally free
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but effectively deprived of democratic rights, such as blacks in the 
southern United States until the 1960s and in South Africa until the 
1990s, and elsewhere.

Yes, individuals and groups may sometimes be mistaken about 
their own good. Certainly they may sometimes misperceive what is 
in their own best interests. But the preponderant weight of human 
experience informs us that no group of adults can safely grant to 
others the power to govern over them. Which leads us to a conclu
sion of crucial importance.

You may recall that when I discussed the criteria for democracy 
in Chapter 4, I postponed a discussion of the fifth: inclusion of 
adults (see figure 4, p. 38). This chapter and the last provide us, I 
believe, with ample reasons for concluding that to be democratic 
the government of a state must satisfy that standard. Let me now put 
it this way: Full inclusion. The citizen body in a democratically gov
erned state must include all persons subject to the laws of that state 
except transients and person proved to be incapable of caring for them.

U N S E T T L E D  P R O B L E M S

To reject the argument for Guardianship and adopt political 
equality as an ideal still leaves some difficult questions.

Don’t citizens and government officials need help from experts? 
Indeed they do! The importance of experts and specialized knowl
edge for democratic governments to function well is undeniable.

Public policy is often so complex (and may be growing steadily 
more so) that no government could make satisfactory decisions 
without the help of highly informed specialists. Just as each of us in 
our personal decisions must sometimes depend on experts for guid
ance and must delegate important decisions to them, so, too, must 
governments, including democratic governments. How best to sat
isfy democratic criteria, maintain a satisfactory degree of political
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equality, and yet rely on experts and expert knowledge in making 
public decisions presents a serious problem, one that it would be 
foolish for advocates of democratic government to ignore. But I 
shall have to ignore it here.

If citizens are to be competent, won’t they need political and 
social institutions to help make them so? Unquestionably. Oppor
tunities to gain an enlightened understanding of public matters are 
not just part of the definition of democracy. They are a requirement 
for democracy.

Nothing I have said is meant to imply that a majority of citizens 
may not make mistakes. They can and do. This is precisely why ad
vocates of democracy have always placed a high value on education. 
And civic education requires not only formal schooling but public 
discussion, deliberation, debate, controversy, the ready availability 
of reliable information, and other institutions of a free society.

But suppose the institutions for developing competent citizens 
are weak and many citizens don’t know enough to protect their 
fundamental values and interests? What are we to do? In searching 
for an answer it is helpful to review the conclusions we have reached 
up to this point.

We have adopted the principle of intrinsic equality: We ought to 
regard the good of every human being as intrinsically equal to that 
of any other.

We have applied that principle to the government of a state: In 
arriving at decisions, the government must give equal consideration 
to the good and interests of every person bound by those decisions.

We have rejected Guardianship as a satisfactory way of applying 
the principle: Among adults no persons are so definitely better 
qualified than others to govern that they should be entrusted with 
complete and final authority over the government of the state.

Instead, we have accepted full inclusion: The citizen body in a
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democratically governed state must include all persons subject to 

the laws o f the state except transients and persons proved to be 

incapable o f caring for themselves.

Therefore, if  the institutions for civic education are weak, only 

one satisfactory solution remains. They must be strengthened. We 

who believe in democratic goals are obliged to search for ways by 

which citizens can acquire the competence they need.

Perhaps the institutions for civic education that were created in 

democratic countries during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

are no longer adequate. If this is so, then democratic countries will 

need to create new institutions to supplement the old ones.

C O N C L U D I N G  C O M M E N T S  A N D  P R E V I E W

We have now explored about half the territory laid out in figure 3 

(p. 29). Yet we have barely peeked into the other half: the basic 

institutions that are necessary for advancing the goal o f democracy, 

and the conditions, social, economic, and other, that favor the de

velopment and maintenance of these democratic political institu

tions. We’ll explore these in the following chapters.

We turn, then, from goals to actualities.
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Actual Democracy





C H A P T E R  8

What Political Institutions Does 

Large-Scale Democracy Require?

What does it mean to say that a country is governed democratically?
In this chapter we’ll focus on the political institutions of democ

racy on a large scale, that is, the political institutions necessary for a 
democratic country. We’re not concerned here, then, with what de
mocracy in a very small group might require, as in a committee. We 
also need to keep our standard warning in mind: every actual de
mocracy has always fallen short of the democratic criteria described 
in Part II and shown in figure 4 (p. 38). Finally, we should be aware 
in this chapter as elsewhere that in ordinary language we use the 
word democracy to refer both to a goal or ideal and to an actuality 
that is only a partial attainment of the goal. For the time being, 
therefore, I’ll count on the reader to make the necessary distinctions 
when I use the words democracy, democratically, democratic govern
ment, democratic country, and so on.

If a country is to be governed democratically, what would be 
required? At a minimum, it would need to possess certain political 
arrangements, practices, or institutions that would go a long way, 
even if not all the way, toward meeting ideal democratic criteria.

Words About Words
Political arrangements sound as if they might be rather provi
sional, which they could well be in a country that has just moved 
away from nondemocratic rule. We tend to think of practices as
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more habitual and therefore more durable. We usually think of 
institutions as having settled in for the long haul, passed on from 

one generation to the next. As a country moves from a non- 

democratic to a democratic government, the early democratic 

arrangements gradually become practices, which in due time turn 
into settled institutions. Helpful though these distinctions may 

be, however, for our purposes it will be more convenient if we 
put them aside and settle for institutions.

H O W  C A N  W E  K N O W ?

How can we reasonably determine what political institutions are 
necessary for large-scale democracy? We might examine the history 

of countries that have changed their political institutions in re
sponse, at least in part, to demands for broader popular inclusion 

and effective participation in government and political life. Al
though in earlier times those who sought to gain inclusion and 
participation were not necessarily inspired by democratic ideas, 

from about the eighteenth century onward they tended to justify 
their demands by appealing to democratic and republican ideas. 
What political institutions did they seek, and what were actually 

adopted in these countries?
Alternatively, we could examine countries where the government 

is generally referred to as democratic by most of the people in that 
country, by many persons in other countries, and by scholars, jour

nalists, and the like. In other words, in ordinary speech and schol

arly discussion the country is called a democracy.
Third, we could reflect on a specific country or group of coun

tries, or perhaps even a hypothetical country, in order to imagine, 

as realistically as possible, what political institutions would be re
quired in order to achieve democratic goals to a substantial degree. 

We would undertake a mental experiment, so to speak, in which we
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f i g u r e  6 . What political institutions does large-scale democracy 
require?

Large-scale democracy requires:
1. Elected officials
2. Free, fair, and frequent elections
3. Freedom of expression
4. Alternative sources of information
5. Associational autonomy
6. Inclusive citizenship

would reflect carefully on human experiences, tendencies, possibili
ties, and limitations and design a set of political institutions that 
would be necessary for large-scale democracy to exist and yet feasi
ble and attainable within the limits of human capacities.

Fortunately, all three methods converge on the same set of demo
cratic political institutions. These, then, are minimal requirements 
for a democratic country (fig. 6).

T H E  P O L I T I C A L  I N S T I T U T I O N S  OF 

M O D E R N  R E P R E S E N T A T I V E  D E M O C R A C Y  

Briefly, the political institutions of modern representative demo
cratic government are:

1. Elected officials. Control over government decisions about 
policy is constitutionally vested in officials elected by citizens. 
Thus modern, large-scale democratic governments are 
representative.

2. Free, fair, and frequent elections. Elected officials are chosen in 
frequent and fairly conducted elections in which coercion is 
comparatively uncommon.

3. Freedom of expression. Citizens have a right to express 
themselves without danger of severe punishment on political
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matters broadly defined, including criticism of officials, the 
government, the regime, the socioeconomic order, and the 
prevailing ideology.

4. Access to alternative sources of information. Citizens have a 
right to seek out alternative and independent sources of 

information from other citizens, experts, newspapers, 

magazines, books, telecommunications, and the like. 
Moreover, alternative sources of information actually exist 

that are not under the control of the government or any other 

single political group attempting to influence public political 

beliefs and attitudes, and these alternative sources are 

effectively protected by law.

5. Associational autonomy. To achieve their various rights, 
including those required for the effective operation of 
democratic political institutions, citizens also have a right to 
form relatively independent associations or organizations, 
including independent political parties and interest groups.

6. Inclusive citizenship. No adult permanently residing in the 

country and subject to its laws can be denied the rights that 
are available to others and are necessary to the five political 
institutions just listed. These include the rights to vote in the 
election of officials in free and fair elections; to run for 

elective office; to free expression; to form and participate in 
independent political organizations; to have access to 
independent sources of information; and rights to other 

liberties and opportunities that may be necessary to the 
effective operation of the political institutions of large-scale 

democracy.

T H E  P O L I T I C A L  I N S T I T U T I O N S  I N  P E R S P E C T I V E

Ordinarily these institutions do not arrive in a country all at once.
As we saw in our brief history of democracy (Chapter 2), the last two
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are distinctly latecomers. Until the twentieth century universal suf
frage was denied in both the theory and practice of democratic and 
republican government. More than any other single feature, univer
sal suffrage distinguishes modern representative democracy from all 
earlier forms of democracy.

The time of arrival and the sequence in which the institutions 
have been introduced have varied tremendously. In countries where 
the full set of democratic institutions arrived earliest and have en
dured to the present day, the “older” democracies, elements of a 
common pattern emerge. Elections to a legislature arrived early on— 
in Britain as early as the thirteenth century, in the United States dur
ing its colonial period in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
The practice of electing higher lawmaking officials was followed by a 
gradual expansion of the rights of citizens to express themselves on 
political matters and to seek out and exchange information. The 
right to form associations with explicit political goals tended to 
follow still later. Political “ factions” and partisan organization were 
generally viewed as dangerous, divisive, subversive of political order 
and stability, and injurious to the public good. Yet because political 
associations could not be suppressed without a degree of coercion 
that an increasingly large and influential number of citizens re
garded as intolerable, they were often able to exist as more or less 
clandestine associations until they emerged from the shadows into 
the full light of day. In the legislative bodies what once were “ fac
tions” became political parties. The “ ins” who served in the govern
ment of the day were opposed by the “outs,” or what in Britain came 
to be officially styled His (or Her) Majesty’s Loyal Opposition. In 
eighteenth-century Britain, the faction supporting the monarch and 
the opposing faction supported by the much of the gentry in the 
“country” were gradually transformed into Tories and Whigs. Dur
ing that same century in Sweden, partisan adversaries in parliament 
somewhat facetiously called themselves the Hats and the Caps.1
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During the final years of the eighteenth century in the newly 

formed republic o f the United States, Thomas Jefferson, the vice 
president, and James Madison, leader of the House of Representa

tives, organized their followers in Congress to oppose the policies of 

the Federalist president, John Adams, and his secretary of the Trea

sury, Alexander Hamilton. To succeed in their opposition, they 
soon realized that they would have to do more than oppose the 
Federalists in the Congress and the cabinet: they would need to 
remove their opponents from office. To do that, they had to win 
national elections, and to win national elections they had to orga
nize their followers throughout the country. In less than a decade, 

Jefferson, Madison, and others sympathetic with their views created 

a political party that was organized all the way down to the smallest 

voting precincts, districts, and municipalities, an organization that 

would reinforce the loyalty of their followers between and during 

election campaigns and make sure they came to the polls. Their 

Republican Party (soon renamed Democratic Republican and a 

generation later Democratic) became the first popularly based elec

toral party in the world. As a result, one of the most fundamental 
and distinctive political institutions of modern democracy, the po
litical party, had burst beyond its confines in parliaments and legis
latures in order to organize the citizens themselves and mobilize 

party supporters in national elections.
By the time the young French aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville 

visited the United States in the 1830s, the first five democratic politi
cal institutions described above had already arrived in America. The 
institutions seemed to him so deeply planted and pervasive that he 
had no hesitation in referring to the United States as a democracy. 
In that country, he said, the people were sovereign, “society governs 
itself for itself,” and the power of the majority was unlimited.2 He 
was astounded by the multiplicity of associations into which Ameri
cans organized themselves, for every purpose, it seemed. And tow
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ering among these associations were the two major political parties. 
In the United States, it appeared to Tocqueville, democracy was 
about as complete as one could imagine it ever becoming.

During the century that followed all five of the basic democratic 
institutions Tocqueville observed during his visit to America were 
consolidated in more than a dozen other countries. Many observers 
in Europe and the United States concluded that any country that 
aspired to be civilized and progressive would necessarily have to 
adopt a democratic form of government.

Yet everywhere the sixth fundamental institution—inclusive citi
zenship—was missing. Although Tocqueville affirmed that “the 
state of Maryland, which had been founded by men of rank, was the 
first to proclaim universal suffrage,” like almost all other men (and 
many women) of his time he tacitly assumed that “universal” did 
not include women.3 Nor, indeed, some men. Maryland's “universal 
suffrage,” it so happened, also excluded most African Americans. 
Elsewhere, in countries that were otherwise more or less demo
cratic, as in America a full half of all adults were completely ex
cluded from national political life simply because they were women; 
in addition large numbers of men were denied the suffrage because 
they could not meet literacy or property requirements, an exclusion 
supported by many people who considered themselves advocates of 
democratic or republican government. Although New Zealand ex
tended suffrage to women in national elections in 1893 and Australia 
in 1902, in countries otherwise democratic women did not gain 
suffrage in national elections until about 1920; in Belgium, France, 
and Switzerland, countries that most people would have called 
highly democratic, women could not vote until after World War II.

Because it is difficult for many today to grasp what “democracy” 
meant to our predecessors, let me reemphasize the difference: in all 
democracies and republics throughout twenty-five centuries the 
rights to engage fully in political life were restricted to a minority of

What Does Large-Scale Democracy Require? { 89 }



adults. “ Democratic” government was government by males only— 
and not all of them. It was not until the twentieth century that in 
both theory and practice democracy came to require that the rights 
to engage fully in political life must be extended, with very few if any 
exceptions, to the entire population of adults permanently residing 
in a country.

Taken in their entirety, then, these six political institutions con
stitute not only a new type of political system but a new kind of 
popular government, a type of “democracy” that had never existed 
throughout the twenty-five centuries of experience since the inau
guration of “democracy” in Athens and a “ republic” in Rome. Be
cause the institutions of modern representative democratic govern
ment, taken in their entirety, are historically unique, it is convenient 
to give them their own name. This modern type of large-scale dem
ocratic government is sometimes called polyarchal democracy.

Words About Words
Polyarchy is derived from Greek words meaning “many” and 
“ rule,” thus “ rule by the many,” as distinguished from rule by the 
one, or monarchy, and rule by the few, oligarchy or aristocracy. 
Although the term had been rarely used, a colleague and I intro
duced it in 1953 as a handy way of referring to a modern represen
tative democracy with universal suffrage. Hereafter I shall use 
it in that sense. More precisely, a polyarchal democracy is a po
litical system with the six democratic institutions fisted above. 
Polyarchal democracy, then, is different from representative de
mocracy with restricted suffrage, as in the nineteenth century. It 
is also different from older democracies and republics that not 
only had a restricted suffrage but lacked many of the other cru
cial characteristics of polyarchal democracy, such as political par
ties, rights to form political organizations to influence or oppose 
the existing government, organized interest groups, and so on. It
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is different, too, from the democratic practices in units so small 
that members can assemble directly and make (or recommend) 
policies or laws. (I return to this difference in a moment.)

Although other factors were often at work, the six political institu
tions of polyarchal democracy came about, in part at least, in re
sponse to demands for inclusion and participation in political life. 
In countries that are widely referred to as democracies today, all six 
exist. Yet you might well ask: Are some of these institutions no more 
than past products of historical struggles? Are they no longer neces
sary for democratic government? And if they are still necessary 
today, why?

T H E  F A C T O R  OF S I Z E

Before answering these questions, I need to call attention to an 
important qualification. As I warned at the beginning of this chap
ter, we are considering institutions necessary for the government of 
a democratic country. Why “country” ? Because all the institutions 
necessary for a democratic country would not always be required for a 
unit much smaller than a country.

Consider a democratically governed committee, or a club, or a 
very small town. Although equality in voting would seem to be nec
essary, small units like these might manage without many elected 
officials: perhaps a moderator to preside over meetings, a secretary- 
treasurer to keep minutes and accounts. The participants them
selves could decide just about everything directly during their meet
ings, leaving details to the secretary-treasurer. Governments of 
small organizations would not have to be full-fledged representative 
governments in which citizens elect representatives charged with 
enacting laws and policies. Yet these governments could be demo
cratic, perhaps highly democratic. So, too, even though they lacked
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f i g u r e  7 . Why the institutions are necessary

In a unit as large as a country, 
these political institutions 
of polyarchal democracy. . .
1. Elected representatives . . .

3. Freedom of expression . . .

4. Alternative information . . .

5. Associational autonomy. . .

6. Inclusive citizenship . . .

are necessary to satisfy 
the following democratic 
criteria:
Effective participation 
Control of the agenda 
Voting equality 
Control of the agenda 
Effective participation 
Enlightened understanding 
Control of the agenda 
Effective participation 
Enlightened understanding 
Control of the agenda 
Effective participation 
Enlightened understanding 
Control of the agenda 
Full inclusion

2. Free, fair, and frequent elections . . .

political parties or other independent political associations, they 
might be highly democratic. In fact, we might concur with the 
classical democratic and republican view that in small associations 
organized “ factions” are not only unnecessary but downright harm
ful. Instead of conflicts exacerbated by factionalism, caucuses, polit
ical parties, and so on, we might prefer unity, consensus, agreement 
achieved by discussion and mutual respect.

The political institutions strictly required for democratic govern
ment depend, then, on the size of the unit. The six institutions listed 
above developed because they are necessary for governing countriesy 
not smaller units. Polyarchal democracy is democratic government 
on the large scale of the nation-state or country.
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To return to our questions: Are the political institutions of poly- 
archal democracy actually necessary for democracy on the large 
scale of a country? If so, why? To answer these twin questions, let us 
recall what a democratic process requires (fig. 7).

WHY ( AND WH E N )  DOES DE MOCRA CY REQUIRE

E L ECTED RE P R E S E NT AT I VE S ?

As the focus of democratic government shifted to large-scale 
units like nations or countries, the question arose: How can citizens 
participate effectively when the number of citizens becomes too nu
merous or too widely dispersed geographically (or both, as in the 
case of a country) for them to participate conveniently in making 
laws by assembling in one place? And how can they make sure that 
matters with which they are most concerned are adequately consid
ered by officials—that is, how can citizens control the agenda of 
government decisions?

How best to meet these democratic requirements in a political 
unit as large as a country is, of course, enormously difficult, indeed 
to some extent unachievable. Yet just as with the other highly de
manding democratic criteria, this, too, can serve as a standard for 
evaluating alternative possibilities and solutions. Clearly the re
quirements could not be met if the top officials of the government 
could set the agenda and adopt policies independently of the wishes 
of citizens. The only feasible solution, though it is highly imperfect, 
is for citizens to elect their top officials and hold them more or less 
accountable through elections by dismissing them, so to speak, in 
subsequent elections.

To us that solution seems obvious. But what may appear self- 
evident to us was not at all obvious to our predecessors.

As we saw in Chapter 2, until fairly recently the possibility that cit
izens could, by means of elections, choose and reject representatives 
with the authority to make laws remained largely foreign to both the
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theory and practice of democracy. As we saw, too, the election of rep
resentatives mainly developed during the Middle Ages, when mon- 

archs realized that in order to impose taxes, raise armies, and make 

laws they needed to win the consent of the nobility, the higher clergy, 

and a few not-so-common commoners in the larger town and cities.

Until the eighteenth century, then, the standard view was that 

democratic or republican government meant rule by the people, 
and if the people were to rule they had to assemble in one place and 
vote on decrees, laws, or policies. Democracy would have to be town 

meeting democracy; representative democracy was a contradiction 
in terms. By implication, whether explicit or implicit, a republic or 

a democracy could actually exist only in a small unit, like a town or 
city. Writers who held this view, such as Montesquieu and Jean- 
Jacques Rousseau, were perfectly aware of the disadvantages of a 

small state, particularly when it confronted the military superiority 

of a much larger state and were therefore extremely pessimistic 

about the future prospects for genuine democracy.

Yet the standard view was swiftly overpowered and swept aside by 
the onrushing force of the national state. Rousseau himself clearly 
understood that for a government of a country as large as Poland 
(for which he proposed a constitution), representation would be 
necessary. And shortly thereafter the standard view was driven off 
the stage of history by the arrival of democracy in America.

As late as 1787, when the Constitutional Convention met in Phil
adelphia to design a constitution appropriate for a large country 
with an ever-increasing population, the delegates were acutely 
aware of the historical tradition. Could a republic possibly exist on 
the huge scale the United States had already attained, not to men
tion the even grander scale the delegates foresaw?* Yet no one ques

*A few delegates daringly forecast that the United States might ultimately have as 
many as one hundred million inhabitants. This number was reached in 1 9 1 5 .
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tioned that if a republic were to exist in America it would have to 
take the form of a representative republic. Because of the lengthy 
experience with representation in colonial and state legislatures and 
in the Continental Congress, the feasibility of representative gov
ernment was practically beyond debate.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the traditional view was 
ignored, forgotten, or, if remembered at all, treated as irrelevant. “ It 
is evident,” John Stuart Mill wrote in 1861,

that the only government which can fully satisfy all the exigencies 
of the social state is one in which the whole people participate; 
that any participation, even in the smallest public function, is 
useful; that the participation should everywhere be as great as the 
general degree of improvement of the community will allow; and 
that nothing less can be ultimately desirable than the admission 
of all to a share in the sovereign power of the state. But since all 
cannot, in a community exceeding a single small town, partici
pate personally in any but some very minor portions of the 
public business, it follows that the ideal type of a perfect govern
ment must be representative.4

WHY DOES D E MOCRACY REQUIRE FREE,  FAIR,

AND FREQUENT E LECTIONS?

As we have seen, if we accept the desirability of political equality, 
then every citizen must have an equ al a n d  effective op po rtu n ity  to 

vote, a n d  all votes m ust be counted as equ al. If equality in voting is to 
be implemented, then clearly elections must be free and fair. To be 
free means that citizens can go to the polls without fear of reprisal; 
and if they are to be fair, then all votes must be counted as equal. Yet 
free and fair elections are not enough. Imagine electing representa
tives for a term of, say, twenty years! If citizens are to retain fin a l  

control over the agenda , then elections must also be frequent.
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How best to implement free and fair elections is not obvious. 

In the late nineteenth century the secret ballot began to replace a 
public show of hands. Although open voting still has a few de

fenders, secrecy has become the general standard; a country in 

which it is widely violated would be judged as lacking free and fair 
elections. But debate continues as to the kind of voting system that 

best meets standards of fairness. Is a system of proportional repre
sentation (PR), like that employed in most democratic countries, 
fairer than the First-Past-the-Post system used in Great Britain and 

the United States? Reasonable arguments can be made for both, as 

we’ll see when we return to this question in Chapter 10. In discus

sions about different voting systems, however, the need for a fair 

system is assumed; how best to achieve fairness and other reason
able objectives is simply a technical question.

How frequent should elections be? Judging from twentieth- 

century practices in democratic countries, a rough answer might be 
that annual elections for legislative representatives would be a bit 
too frequent and anything more than about five years would be too 

long. Obviously, however, democrats can reasonably disagree about 
the specific interval and how it might vary with different offices and 
different traditional practices. The point is that without frequent 
elections citizens would lose a substantial degree of control over 

their elected officials.

W H Y  DOES D E M O C R A C Y  REQUI RE FREE E X P R E S SI O N ?

To begin with, freedom of expression is required in order for 
citizens to participate effectively in political life. How can citizens 
make their views known and persuade their fellow citizens and 

representatives to adopt them unless they can express themselves 
freely about all matters bearing on the conduct of the government? 
And if they are to take the views of others into account, they must be

{ 9 6 }  A C T U A L  D E M O C R A C Y



able to hear what others have to say. Free expression means not just 
that you have a right to be heard. It also means that you have a right 
to hear what others have to say.

To acquire an enlightened u n dersta n d in g  of possible government 
actions and policies also requires freedom of expression. To acquire 
civic competence, citizens need opportunities to express their own 
views; learn from one another; engage in discussion and delibera
tion; read, hear, and question experts, political candidates, and per
sons whose judgments they trust; and learn in other ways that 
depend on freedom of expression.

Finally, without freedom of expression citizens would soon lose 
their capacity to influence the agenda  of government decisions. Si
lent citizens may be perfect subjects for an authoritarian ruler; they 
would be a disaster for a democracy.

WHY DOES D E MOCRACY REQUIRE THE  A VAI LAB I LI TY

OF A LT E R N A TI VE  AND I N D E P EN DE N T SOURCES OF

INFORMATION?

Like freedom of expression, the availability of alternative and 
relatively independent sources of information is required by several 
of the basic democratic criteria. Consider the need for enlightened  

un derstandin g. How can citizens acquire the information they need 
in order to understand the issues if the government controls all the 
important sources of information? Or, for that matter, if any single 
group enjoys a monopoly in providing information? Citizens must 
have access, then, to alternative sources of information that are not 
under the control of the government or dominated by any other 
group or point of view.

Or think about effective p a rticip a tio n  and influencing the p u b lic  

agenda. How could citizens participate effectively in political life if 
all the information they could acquire was provided by a single

What Does Large-Scale Democracy Require? { 97 }



source, say the government, or, for that matter, a single party, fac
tion, or interest?

W H Y  DOES D E M O C R A C Y  REQUI RE

I N D E P E N D E N T  A SS O C I A TI ON S?

As we saw earlier, it took a radical turnabout in ways of thinking 

to accept the need for political associations—interest groups, lobby
ing organizations, political parties. Yet if a large republic requires 

that representatives be elected, then how are elections to be con
tested? Forming an organization, such as a political party, gives a 

group an obvious electoral advantage. And if one group seeks to 
gain that advantage, will not others who disagree with their policies? 

And why should political activity cease between elections? Legisla

tors can be influenced; causes can be advanced, policies promoted, 

appointments sought. So, unlike a small city or town, the large scale 

of democracy in a country makes political associations both neces

sary and desirable. In any case, how can they be prevented without 
impairing the fundamental right of citizens to participate effectively 
in governing? In a large republic, then, they are not only necessary 

and desirable but inevitable. Independent associations are also a 
source of civic education and enlightenment. They provide citizens 
not only with information but also with opportunities for discus
sion, deliberation, and the acquisition of political skills.

W H Y  DOES D E M O C R A C Y  REQUI RE

I N C L U S I V E  C I T I Z E N S H I P ?

The answer is to be found, of course, in the reasons that brought 
us to the conclusion of the last chapter. We hardly need to repeat 
them here.

We can view the political institutions described in this chapter 
and summarized in figure 6 in several ways. For a country that lacks
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one or more of the institutions, and is to that extent not yet suffi
ciently democratized, knowledge of the basic political institutions 
can help us to design a strategy for making a full transition to 
modern representative democracy. For a country that has only re
cently made the transition, that knowledge can help inform us 
about the crucial institutions that need to be strengthened, deep ened , 
a n d  consolidated. Because they are all necessary for modern rep
resentative democracy (polyarchal democracy), we can also view 
them as establishing a m in im u m  level fo r  dem ocratization.

Those of us who live in the older democracies, where the transi
tion to democracy occurred some generations ago and the political 
institutions listed in figure 6 are by now solidly established, face a 
different and equally difficult challenge. For even if the institutions 
are necessary to democratization, they are definitely not su fficient 

for achieving fully the democratic criteria listed in figure 6 and 
described in Chapter 4. Are we not then at liberty, and indeed 
obligated, to appraise our democratic institutions against these cri
teria? It seems obvious to me, as to many others, that judged against 
democratic criteria our existing political institutions display many 
shortcomings.

Consequently, just as we need strategies for bringing about a 
transition to democracy in nondemocratic countries and for con
solidating democratic institutions in newly democratized countries, 
so in the older democratic countries we need to consider whether 
and how to move beyond our existing level of democracy.

Let me put it this way. In many countries the task is to achieve 
democratization up to the level of polyarchal democracy. But the 
challenge to citizens in the older democracies is to discover how 
they might achieve a level of democratization b eyon d  polyarchal 
democracy.
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C H A P T E R  9

Varieties i

D E M O C R A C Y  ON D I F F E R E N T  S C A L E S

Are there different varieties of democracy? If so, what are they? 

Because the words democracy and democratic are bandied about in
discriminately, it is tempting to adopt the view of Humpty Dumpty 
in Through the Looking Glass:

“When I  use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful 
tone, “ it means just what I choose it to mean—neither more nor 
less”

“ The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words 
mean so many different things.”

“ The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be the 
master—that’s all.”

BUT WORDS DO MA TT ER

If we accept Alice’s view, then everyone is free to call any govern
ment a democracy—even a despotic government. That happens 
more often than you might suppose. Authoritarian leaders some
times claim that their regime is really a special type of “democracy” 

that is superior to other sorts. For example, V. I. Lenin once as

serted: “ Proletarian democracy is a million times more democratic 
than any bourgeois democracy; Soviet government is a million 
times more democratic than the most democratic bourgeois re
public.” 1 This from the man who was the major architect in con
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structing the foundations of the totalitarian regime that ruled the 
Soviet Union for more than sixty years.

Fictions like these were also created by leaders and propagandists 
in the highly authoritarian “people's democracies” created in Cen
tral and Eastern Europe in countries that fell under Soviet domina
tion during and after World War II.

But why should we cravenly accept the claims of despots that they 
really are democrats? A cobra does not become a dove because its 
owner says so. No matter what a country’s leaders and propagandist 
may claim, we are entitled to judge a country to be a democracy 
only if it possesses all of the political institutions that are necessary 
to democracy.

Yet does this mean that democratic criteria can be satisfied only 
by the full set of political institutions of polyarchal democracy de
scribed in the last chapter? Not necessarily.

• The institutions of polyarchal democracy are necessary for 
democratizing the government of the state in a large-scale 
system, specifically a country. But they might be unnecessary 
or downright unsuitable for democracy in units on a smaller 
(or larger?) scale, or in smaller associations that are 
independent of the state and help to make up civil society. 
(More on this in a moment.)

• The institutions of polyarchal democracy were described in 
the preceding chapter in general terms. But might not 
democratic countries vary a great deal, and in important ways, 
in their specific political institutions: electoral arrangements, 
party systems, and the like? We’ll consider some of these 
variations in the next two chapters.

• Because the institutions of polyarchal democracy are 
necessary does not imply that they are sufficient for 
democracy. Yes, a political system with these institutions will
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meet the democratic criteria described in Chapter 4 more or 
less satisfactorily. But is it not possible that other, perhaps 
additional, institutions might enable a country to achieve one 
or more of those criteria more fully?

d e m o c r a c y : G R E E K  v e r s u s  m o d e r n

If the political institutions required for democracy must include 
elected representatives, what are we to say about the Greeks, who 
first applied the word democracy to the governments of their city- 
states? Wouldn’t we be pushing our present perspective to the point 
of anachronistic absurdity if we were to conclude that, like Lenin, 

Mussolini, and other twentieth-century antidemocrats, the Greeks 

simply misused the term? After all, it was they, not us, who first 

created and used the word democracy. To deny that Athens was a 
democracy would be rather like saying that what the Wright broth
ers invented was not an airplane because their early machine so little 
resembled ours today.

By proceeding with due respect for past usage, perhaps we can 
learn something about democracy from the people who not only 
gave us the word but provided concrete examples of what they 
meant by it. If we examine the best known example of Greek de
mocracy, that o f Athens, we soon notice two important differences 
from our present version. For reasons we’ve explored, most demo
crats today would insist that an acceptable democratic system must 
meet a democratic criterion that would have been unacceptable to 
the Greeks: inclusion. We have also added a political institution that 
the Greeks saw not only as unnecessary for their democracies but 
downright undesirable: the election of representatives with the au

thority to enact laws. We might say that the political system they 
created was a primary democracy, an assembly democracy, or a 
town meeting democracy. But they definitely did not create repre

sentative democracy as we understand it today.2
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AS SE MBL Y D EMOCRACY V ER S US

RE P R E S E NT AT I VE  DEMOCRACY

Accustomed as we are to accepting the legitimacy of represen
tative democracy we may find it difficult to understand why the 
Greeks were so passionately attached to assembly democracy. Yet 
until recently most other advocates of democracy felt as they did, all 
the way down to Jean-Jacques Rousseau in 1762, when On the Social 
Contract was published. Or beyond, to the Anti-Federalists who 
opposed the new American Constitution because they believed that 
under a federal government they would no longer be able to govern 
themselves; and to the citizens of cantons in Switzerland and towns 
in Vermont who to the present day have jealously preserved their 
town meetings; and to American students in the 1960s and 1970s 
who fervently demanded that “participatory democracy” should 
replace representative systems; and to many others who continue to 
stress the virtues of democratic government by citizen assemblies.

Advocates of assembly democracy who know their history are 
aware that as a democratic device representation has a shady past. 
As we saw in Chapter 2, representative government originated not 
as a democratic practice but as a device by which nondemocratic 
governments—monarchs, mainly—could lay their hands on pre
cious revenues and other resources they wanted, particularly for 
fighting wars. In origin, then, representation was not democratic; it 
was a nondemocratic institution later grafted on to democratic 
theory and practice.

Beyond their well-founded suspicion of this institution lacking 
democratic credentials, the critics of representation had an even 
more basic point. In a small political unit, such as a town, assembly 
democracy allows citizens desirable opportunities for engaging in 
the process of governing themselves that a representative govern
ment in a large unit simply cannot provide.
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Consider one of the ideal criteria for democracy described in 
Chapter 4: opportunities for participating effectively in decisions. 
In a small unit governed by its citizens gathered in a popular assem
bly, participants can discuss and debate the questions they think 
important; after hearing the pros and cons, they can make up their 
minds; they can vote directly on the matters before them; and as a 
consequence they do not have to delegate crucial decisions to repre
sentatives, who may well be influenced by their own aims and inter
ests rather than those of their constituents.

Given these clear advantages, why was the older understanding of 
democracy reconfigured in order to accommodate a political in
stitution that was nondemocratic in its origins?

REPRESENTATI ON A L R EA DY  EXI STED

As usual, history provides part of the answer. In countries where 
the practice of electing representatives already existed, democratic 
reformers saw a dazzling opportunity. They saw no need to discard 
the representative system, despite its dubious origins and the nar
row, exclusionary suffrage on which it rested. They believed that by 
broadening the electoral base the legislature or parliament could be 
converted into a more truly representative body that would serve 
democratic purposes. Some of them saw in representation a pro
found and dazzling alteration in the prospects for democracy. An 
eighteenth-century French thinker, Destutt de Tracy, whose crit
icisms of his predecessor, Montesquieu, greatly influenced Thomas 
Jefferson, observed triumphantly: “ Representation, or representa
tive government, may be considered as a new invention, unknown 
in Montesquieus tim e.. . .  Representative democracy. . .  is democ
racy rendered practicable for a long time and over a great extent of 
territory.”3

In 1820, James Stuart Mill described “the system of representa
tion” as “ the grand discovery of modern times.”4 New invention,
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grand discovery—the words help us to recapture some of the excite
ment that democratic reformers felt when they threw off the blind
ers of traditional democratic thought and saw that a new species of 
democracy could be created by grafting the medieval practice of 
representation to the ancient tree of democracy.

They were right. In essence the broadening process eventually led 
to a representative government based on an inclusive demos, thus 
helping to achieve our modern conception of democracy.

Still, given representations comparative disadvantages, why 
didn’t democratic reformers reject it altogether and opt instead for 
direct democracy in the form, say, of a Greek-style people’s assem
bly? Although this possibility had some advocates, most advocates 
of democracy concluded, like the framers of the U.S. Constitution, 
that the political unit they wanted to democratize was too large for 
assembly democracy.

o n c e  m o r e : o n  s i z e  a n d  d e m o c r a c y

Size matters. Both the number of persons in a political unit and 
the extent of its territory have consequences for the form of democ
racy. Imagine for a moment that you’re a democratic reformer in a 
country with a nondemocratic government that you hope to de
mocratize. You don’t want your country to dissolve into dozens or 
perhaps hundreds of ministates, even though each might be small 
enough for its citizens to gather frequently to exercise their sov
ereignty in an assembly. The citizens of your country are too nu
merous to assemble, and what’s more they extend over a territory 
too large for all of you to meet without daunting difficulties. What 
are you to do?

Perhaps today and increasingly in the future you might be able 
to solve the territorial problem by employing electronic means of 
communication that would enable citizens spread out over a large 
area to “meet,” discuss issues, and vote. But it is one thing to enable
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citizens to “meet” electronically and quite another to solve the prob
lem posed by large numbers of citizens. Beyond some limit, an 
attempt to arrange for them all to meet and engage in a fruitful 
discussion, even electronically, becomes ridiculous.

How big is too big for assembly democracy? How small is small 
enough? According to recent scholarly estimates, in Greek city- 
states the citizen body of adult males typically numbered between 

two thousand and ten thousand—about the right number, in the 
view of some Greek political theorists, for a good polis, or self- 

governing city-state. In Athens, however, the citizen body was much 

larger than that—perhaps around sixty thousand at the height to 
Athenian democracy in 450 b.c.e. “ The result,” as one scholar has 

written, “was that Athens simply had too many citizens to function 

properly as a polis!' A century later, as a result of emigration, deaths 
from war and disease, and additional restrictions on citizenship, the 

number may have been reduced by half, which was still too many 
for its assembly to accommodate more than a small fraction of 

Athenian male citizens.5
A bit of simple arithmetic soon reveals the inexorable conse

quences of time and numbers. Suppose we begin with a very tiny 

unit, a committee, let us say, of just ten members. We think it might 
be reasonable to allow each member at least ten minutes for discuss
ing the matter at hand. So we shall need about an hour and forty 
minutes for our meeting, certainly not an exorbitant amount of 

time for our committee members to spend in meeting. But suppose 
the subject is so complicated that each committee member might 
require a half-hour. Then we’ll need to plan on a five-hour meeting, 
or perhaps two meetings—still an acceptable amount of time.

But even fairly large committee would prove to be a small citizen 
assembly. Consider, for example, a village of two hundred persons 

where the entire adult population consists of, say, one hundred per
sons, all o f whom attend the meetings of an assembly. Suppose each
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t a b l e  i . T h e  high p ric e  o f  p a rtic ip a to ry  d em o cra cy  

Number of Total time required if each person has
Persons 10 minutes 30 minutes

10 minutes100 hours2 8-hour days minutes
300

hours
5

8-hour days

20 200 3 600 10 1
50 500 8 1 1,500 25 3
500 5,000 83 10 15,000 250 311,000 10,000 167 21 30,000 500 63
5,000 50,000 833 104 150,000 2,500 31310,000 100,0001,667 208 300,000 5,000 625

is entitled to a total of ten minutes. That modest amount would 

require two eight-hour days—not impossible but surely not easy to 

bring about! Let’s stay for a moment with our assumption of just ten 

minutes for each citizen’s participation. As the numbers go up the 

situation becomes more and more absurd. In an “ ideal polis” of ten 

thousand full citizens, the time required is far beyond all tolerable 

limits. Ten minutes allotted to each citizen would require more than 

two hundred eight-hour working days. A half-hour allotment hour 

would require almost two years of steady meetings (table 1)!

To assume that every citizen would want to speak is, o f course, 

absurd, as anyone with the slightest familiarity with town meetings 

knows. Typically a few persons do most of the talking. The rest may 

refrain for any one of many reasons: because what they intended to 

say has already been covered adequately; or they have already made 

up their minds; or they suffer from stage fright, a sense of inade

quacy, lack of a pressing interest in the subject at hand, incomplete 

knowledge, and so on. While a few carry on the discussion, then, the 

rest listen (or not), and when the time comes for a vote they vote 
(or don’t).

In addition, lots of discussion and inquiry may take place else
where. Many of the hours required in table 1 may actually be used in
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discussing public matters in informal settings of many kinds. So we 
should not read table 1 in too simple-minded a way. Yet in spite of 
all reasonable qualifications, assembly democracy has some severe 
problems:

• Opportunities for participation rapidly diminish with the size 
of the citizen body.

• Although many more can participate by listening to speakers, 
the maximum number of participants in a single meeting who 
are likely to be able to express themselves in speech is very 
small—probably considerably less than a hundred.

• These fully participant members become, in effect, 
representatives of the others, except in voting. (This exception 
is, however, important, and Til return to it in a moment.)

• Thus even in a unit governed by assembly democracy, a kind 
of de facto representative system is likely to exist.

• Yet nothing insures that the fully participating members are 
representative of the rest.

• To provide a satisfactory system for selecting representatives, 
citizens may reasonably prefer to elect their representatives in 
free and fair elections.

THE DEMOCRATIC LIMI TS OF

REPRE S E NT AT I VE  GOVE RNME NT

So representation, it appears, has the advantage. Or does it? The 
irony of the combination of time and numbers is that it impartially 
cuts both ways: it swiftly reveals a great democratic defect in repre
sentative government. Returning to table 1 and our arithmetical 
exercises, suppose we now calculate the time that would be required 
if each citizen were to meet briefly with his or her representative. 
Table 1 provides a devastating case against the participatory possi-
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bilities of representative government. Let’s imagine that an elected 

representative wishes to set aside ten minutes for discussing matters 

with each adult citizen in the representative’s district. We’ll ignore 

travel time and other practicalities. Suppose the district contains 

ten thousand adult citizens, the largest number shown in table 1. 

Q.E.D.: The representative would have to allow more than half the 

days of the year just for meetings with constituents! In the United 

States, representatives to the U.S. Congress are elected from dis

tricts that on average contain more than four hundred thousand 

adult citizens. A member of the U.S. House of Representatives who 

wished to devote just ten minutes to each citizen in the district 

would have no time for anything else. If he or she were to spend 

eight hours a day at the task, every day of the year, she or he would 
need more than twenty years, or ten terms, longer than most repre

sentatives ever remain in Congress.

Assembly democracy or representative democracy? Small-scale 

democracy or large-scale democracy? Which is better? Which is 

more democratic? Each has its passionate advocates. As we have just 

seen, a strong case can be made for the advantages o f each. Yet our 

rather artificial and even absurd arithmetic exercises have revealed 

inexorable limits on civic participation that apply with cruel indif

ference to both. For neither can escape the impassable bounds set by 
the interaction of the time required for an act of participation and 

the number of citizens entitled to participate.

T h e  la w  o f  tim e a n d  n u m b ers: T h e  m o re citizen s a d em o cra tic  u n it  

contain s, the less that citizens can p a rticip a te  d irectly  in  g o v e rn m e n t  

d ecision s a n d  the m o re tha t th ey  m u st delegate a u th o rity  to others.

A F U N D A M E N T A L  D E MO C R AT I C  D I L E M M A

Lurking in the background is a fundamental democratic di

lemma. If our goal is to establish a democratic system of government
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that provides m axim um  opportunities for citizens to participate in 

political decisions, then the advantage clearly lies with assembly 

democracy in a small-scale political system. But if our goal is to 

establish a democratic system o f government that provides m ax

im um  scope for it to deal effectively with the problems o f greatest 

concern to citizens, then the advantage will often lie with a unit so 

large that a representative system will be necessary. This is the di

lem m a o f citizen participation versus system effectiveness:

The smaller a democratic unit, the greater its potential for citizen 

participation and the less the need for citizens to delegate government 

decisions to representatives. The larger the unit, the greater its capacity 

for dealing with problems important to its citizens and the greater the 

need for citizens to delegate decisions to representatives.

I do not see how we can escape this dilemma. But even if we 
cannot escape it, we can confront it.

SMALL IS BEAUTIFUL, SOMETIMES

As with all other human activities, political systems don’t nec

essarily realize their possibilities. A book title captures the essence 

o f one perspective: Small Is Beautiful.6 Unquestionably, it is possi

ble in theory for very small political systems to attain a very high 

level o f citizen participation that large systems can never match. Yet 

they often, perhaps usually, fall far short o f achieving their poten

tial.

The town meetings in some o f the smaller towns o f New England 

provide good examples o f  limits and possibilities. Although in most 

of New England the traditional town meeting has been mainly or 

entirely replaced as a legislative body by elected representatives, it is 

alive and well in the mainly rural state o f Vermont.
A sympathetic observer and participant who studied town meet

ings in Vermont found that 1 , 2 1 5  town meetings were held between
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1970 and 1994 in 210 Vermont towns of fewer than forty-five hun

dred residents. From the records of 1,129 of these town meetings he 

concluded that

the average number of people in attendance when the attendance 

count was the highest at each meeting was 139. An average of 45 of 

these participated at least once.. . .  [0]n  average 19 percent of a 

towns eligible voters will be present at town meeting and 7 per

cent of a town’s eligible voters (37 percent o f the attenders) will 

speak out at least once. . . . The great majority of people that 

speak will do so more than once. . .  . The average meeting takes 

almost four hours . . .  of deliberative time. It lasts long enough to 

give each of its attenders two minutes and 14 seconds of time to 

talk. Since many fewer speak than attend, of course, the average

time available for each speaker is almost exactly five minutes___

Conversely, since there are about four times as many participa

tions as there are participators, the average town meeting allows 

for only one minute and 20 seconds for each act o f participation.7

Town meetings, it appears, are not exactly paragons of participa

tory democracy. Yet that is not the whole story. When citizens know 

the issues to be dealt with are trivial or uncontroversial, they choose 
to stay home—and why not? But controversial issues bring them 

out. Although my own town in Connecticut has largely abandoned 

its traditional town meeting, I can recall questions on which citizens 
were sharply divided and turned out in such numbers that they 

overflowed the high school auditorium; a second meeting sched

uled for those unable to get in to the first proved to be equally large. 

As in Vermont, discussions at town meetings are not dominated by 
the educated and affluent. Strong beliefs and a determination to 
have one’s say are not by any means monopolized by a single socio
economic group.
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With all its limitations, assembly democracy has much to be 
said for it.

BUT B I GGE R  IS B E T T E R ,  S OM E T I ME S

As we saw in Chapter 2, the Greeks did not escape the dilemma. 
As they were aware, the Achilles heel of the small state is its military 
weakness in the face of a large state. Ingenious and valiant though 
the Athenians were in preserving their independence, they could 

not prevent defeat by the superior forces of Philip of Macedon in 

322 b.c.e. or the centuries of foreign domination that followed. 

Once the centralized national state began to emerge, the remaining 

city-states were doomed. The last great city-state republic, Venice, 

fell without resistance to Napoleon Bonaparte’s forces in 1797 and 
thereafter never regained independence.

In recent centuries, notably the twentieth, the limited capaci
ties of self-governing units small enough for assembly democ

racy have shown up again and again, not only in military matters 
but in dealing with economic affairs, traffic, transportation, com
munications, the movement of people and goods, health, family 
planning, agriculture, food, crime, education, civil, political, hu
man rights, and a host of other matters of concern.

Short of a world cataclysm that would drastically and perma
nently reduce the world’s population and destroy its advanced tech
nology, it is impossible to foresee a world in which all large political 
units will have vanished, to be replaced entirely by completely inde
pendent political units with populations so small (say fewer than 
fifty thousand persons at most) that its citizens could govern them
selves, and would choose to govern themselves, exclusively by a 
system of assembly democracy. To make matters worse, a world of 
small and completely independent units would surely be unstable, 
for it would take only a few such units to coalesce, engage in military
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aggression, pick off one small unit after another, and thus create a 
system too large for assembly government. To democratize this new 
and larger unit, democratic reformers (or revolutionaries) would 
have to reinvent representative democracy.

THE DARK SIDE:  BAR G AI NI NG  AMONG ELI TES

For all its advantages, representative government has a dark side. 
Most citizens in democratic countries are aware of it; for the most 
part they accept it as a part of the price of representation.

The dark side is this: under a representative government, citizens 
often delegate enormous discretionary authority over decisions of 
extraordinary importance. They delegate authority not only to their 
elected representatives but, by an even more indirect and circuitous 
route, they delegate authority to administrators, bureaucrats, civil 
servants, judges, and at a still further remove to international organi
zations. Attached to the institutions of polyarchal democracy that 
help citizens to exercise influence over the conduct and decisions of 
their government is a nondemocratic process, bargaining among 
political and bureaucratic elites.

In principle, elite bargaining takes place within limits set through 
democratic institutions and processes. But these limits are often 
broad, popular participation and control are not always robust, and 
the political and bureaucratic elites possess great discretion. Despite 
the limits on popular control, the political elites in democratic 
countries are not despots, out of control. Far from it. Periodic 
elections compel them to keep a ready eye on popular opinion. In 
addition, as they arrive at decisions the political and bureaucratic 
elites mutually influence and check one another. Elite bargaining has 
its own system of mutual checks and balances. To the extent that 
elected representatives participate in the bargaining process, they are 
a channel through which popular desires, goals, and values enter into
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governmental decisions. Political and bureaucratic elites in demo
cratic countries are powerful, far more powerful than ordinary cit
izens can be; but they are not despots.

C A N  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  O R GA NI ZA TI O N S

BE D EMO CR A T I C?

So far we have been concerned with the possibilities of democ
racy in units of a smaller scale than a country or nation-state. But 

what about units of a larger scale, or at least a very different scale: 
international organizations?

During the late twentieth century democratic countries increas

ingly felt the consequences of internationalization—economic, cul
tural, social, political, bureaucratic, military. What does the future 
hold for democracy? Even if the governments of independent coun

tries yield much of their power to international governments of one 

kind or another, won’t the democratic process simply move up to 

the international level? If so, as emerging international governments 

are democratized, democratic values won’t be impaired and may 

even be enhanced.
One might draw on history for an analogy. As we saw in Chap

ter 2, the original locus for the idea and practice of democracy was 
the city-state. But city-states could not withstand the increasing 
power of national states. Either the city-states ceased to exist as 

recognizable entities or, like Athens and Venice, they became local 
governments subordinate to the government of the country. In the 
twenty-first century, then, won’t national governments simply be
come more like local governments that are subordinate to demo

cratic international governments?
After all, one might say, the subordination of smaller local gov

ernments to a national government was not the end of democracy. 
On the contrary, the democratization of national governments not 
only vastly extended the domain of democracy but allowed an im
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portant place for democratic processes in the subordinate units— 

towns, cities, cantons, states, provinces, regions, and the like. So, in 

this view, the challenge is not to halt internationalization in its 

tracks, which is impossible. The challenge is to democratize interna

tional organizations.

Appealing as this vision is to anyone who places a high value on 

democracy, to my regret I am compelled to conclude that it is 

excessively optimistic. Even in countries where democratic institu

tions and practices have long existed and are well established, it 

is extremely difficult for citizens to exercise effective control over 

many key decisions on foreign affairs. It is far more difficult for 

them to do so in international organizations.

The European Union offers telling evidence. There, such nomi

nally democratic structures as popular elections and a parliament 

are formally in place. Yet virtually all observers agree that a gigantic 

“democratic deficit” remains. Crucial decisions mainly come about 

through bargaining among political and bureaucratic elites. Limits 

are set not by democratic processes but mainly by what negotiators 

can get others to agree to and by considering the likely conse
quences for national and international markets. Bargaining, hier

archy, and markets determine the outcomes. Except to ratify the 
results, democratic processes hardly play a role.

If democratic institutions are largely ineffective in governing the 

European Union, the prospects for democratizing other interna

tional systems seem even more remote. To achieve a level of popular 
control that is anywhere near the level already existing within dem
ocratic countries, international organizations would have to solve 

several problems about as well as they are now dealt with in demo

cratic countries. Political leaders would have to create political in
stitutions that would provide citizens with opportunities for po

litical participation, influence, and control roughly equivalent in 

effectiveness to those already existing in democratic countries. To
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take advantage of these opportunities, citizens would need to be 
about as concerned and informed about the policy decisions of 
international organizations as they now are about government deci
sions in their own countries. In order for citizens to be informed, 

political and communication elites would need to engage in public 
debate and discussion of the alternatives in ways that would engage 

the attention and emotions of the public. To insure public debate, it 
would be necessary to create an international equivalent to national 
political competition by parties and individuals seeking office. 
Elected representatives, or functional equivalents to them (whatever 

they might be), would need to exercise control over important 

international bureaucracies about as well as legislatures and execu

tives now do in democratic countries.

How the representatives of a hypothetical international citizen 
body would be distributed among the people of different countries 
poses an additional problem. Given huge differences in the magni

tude of the populations of different countries, no system of repre
sentation could give equal weight to the vote of each citizen and yet 

prevent small countries from being steadily outvoted by large coun
tries; thus all solutions acceptable to the smaller democracies will 
deny political equality among the members of the larger demos. As 

with the United States and other federal systems, acceptable solu
tions may be cobbled together as one has been for the European 
Union. But whatever compromise is reached, it could easily be a 

source of internal strain, particularly in the absence of a strong 

common identity.
Strain is all the more likely because, as I have said, just as in 

national democracies most decisions are bound to be seen as harm
ing the interests of some persons, so, too, in international organiza
tions. The heaviest burden of some decisions might be borne by 
particular groups, regions, or countries. To survive these strains, a 
political culture supportive of the specific institutions would help—
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might indeed be necessary. But developing a political culture takes 

time, perhaps many generations. In addition, if policy decisions are 

to be widely acceptable and enforceable among the losers, probably 

some common identity, equivalent to that in existing democratic 

countries, would have to develop.
It seems to me highly unlikely that all these crucial requirements 

for the democratization of international organizations will be met. 

But if the requirements are not met, by what process will interna

tional decisions be made? They will be made mainly, I think, by 

bargaining among political and bureaucratic elites—chief execu

tives, ministers, diplomats, members o f governmental and non

governmental bureaucracies, business leaders, and the like. Al

though democratic processes may occasionally set the outside limits 
within which the elites strike their bargains, to call the political 

practices of international systems “democratic” would be to rob the 

term of all meaning.

A R OBU ST  P L U R A L I S T I C  S O C I E T Y  W I T H I N

D E M O C R AT I C  C O U N TR I E S

Although democracy is unlikely to move up to the international 

level, it’s important for us to keep in mind that every democratic 
country needs smaller units. In a modern country, these are of 

staggering variety. Even the smallest democratic countries require 

municipal governments. Larger countries may have others: dis

tricts, counties, states, provinces, regions, and others. No matter 

how small a country may be on a world scale, it will require a rich 

array of independent associations and organizations—that is, a plu
ralistic civil society.

How best to govern the smaller associations of state and society- 
trade unions, economic enterprises, specialized interest groups, ed
ucational organizations, and the rest—admits of no single answer. 
Democratic government may not be justified in all associations;
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marked differences in competence may impose legitimate limits on 
the extent to which democratic criteria should be met. And even 

where democracy is justified no single form is necessarily the best.

Yet no undemocratic aspect of any government should go unchal
lenged, whether of the state and its units or independent associa

tions in a pluralist civil society. Democratic principles suggest some 
questions we might ask about the government of any association.

• In arriving at decisions, does the government of the 

association insure equal consideration to the good and 

interest of every person bound by those decisions?

• Are any of the members of the association so definitely better 
qualified than others to govern that they should be entrusted 

with complete and final authority over the government of the 

association? If not, then in governing the association, must we 
not regard the members of the association as political equals?

• If the members are political equals, then should the 

government of the association not meet democratic criteria? If 
it should, then to what extent does the association provide its 

members with opportunities for effective participation, 
equality in voting, gaining enlightened understanding and 
exercising final control over the agenda?

In almost all, perhaps all, organizations everywhere there is some 
room for some democracy; and in almost all democratic countries 
there is considerable room for more democracy.
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C H A P T E R  10

Varieties n
C O N S T I T U T I O N S

Just as democracy comes in different sizes, so, too, democratic 
constitutions come in a variety of styles and forms. But, you might 
well ask, do differences in the constitutions of democratic countries 
really matter? The answer, it seems, is no, yes, and maybe.

To explain why, I’ll begin by drawing mainly on the constitu
tional experience of the older democracies, countries where the 
basic democratic institutions have existed continuously since about 
1950—twenty-two in all (Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Costa 
Rica, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, 
Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, 
Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States).1

The variations among them are sufficient to provide a fair idea of 
the range of possibilities. The constitutional arrangements of newly 
democratized countries, however, are no less important. Indeed, 
they may be even more because they can be crucial to the success of 
democratization.

In describing constitutions and constitutional arrangements I wish 
to use these terms broadly so as to include important practices 
that may not be specified in the constitution, such as electoral and 
party systems. My reason for doing so will become clear in the next 
chapter.

What then are the important variations in democratic constitu
tions, and how much do they matter?

{ 1 1 9 }



C O N S T I T U T I O N A L  V A R I A T I O N S

W ritten  o r u n w ritte n ?  An unwritten constitution may seem to 

be a contradiction in terms, yet in a few countries certain well- 

established institutions and practices are understood as comprising 

the constitutional system, even though they are not prescribed in a 
single document adopted as the country’s constitution. Among the 
older democracies (and assuredly among the newer ones), an un

written constitution is a result of highly unusual historical circum
stances, as it was in the three exceptional cases of Great Britain, 

Israel,2 and New Zealand. The adoption of written constitutions 
has, however, become the standard practice.

B ill  o f  R ig h ts? Does the constitution include an explicit bill of 

rights? Again, although an explicit constitutional bill of rights is not 

universal among the older democracies, it is now standard practice. 
For historical reasons and because of the absence of a written con
stitution, the notable exception has been Britain (where, however, 

there is significant support for the idea).

S o c ia l a n d  e co n o m ic rights? Although the American constitution 
and those that survive from the nineteenth century in the older 
democratic countries generally have little to say explicitly about 
social and economic rights,3 those adopted since World War II typ
ically do include them. Sometimes, however, the social and eco
nomic rights prescribed (occasionally at great length) are little more 

than symbolic.
F e d e ra l o r u n ita ry ?  In a federal system the governments of certain 

smaller territorial units—states, provinces, regions—are guaranteed 
permanence and a significant range of authority; in unitary systems 

their existence and authority depend on decisions by the national 
government. Among the twenty-two older democratic countries, 
only six are strictly federal (Australia, Austria, Canada, Germany,
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Switzerland, and the United States). In all six countries, federalism 

is the result of special historical circumstances.4

U n ica m era l or b ica m era l legislatu re? Although bicameralism pre

dominates, Israel has never had a second chamber, and since 1950 

the four Scandinavian countries, Finland, and New Zealand have 

abolished their upper houses.

Ju d ic ia l re v ie w ?  Can a supreme court declare unconstitutional 

laws properly enacted by the national legislature? This practice, 

known as judicial review, has been a standard feature in democratic 

countries with federal systems, where it is seen as necessary if the 

national constitution is to prevail over laws enacted by the states, 

provinces, or cantons. But the more relevant issue is whether a 

court can declare a law enacted by the n a tio n a l parliament uncon

stitutional. Switzerland, in fact, limits the power of judicial review 

o n ly  to cantonal legislation. As we have just seen, however, most 

democratic countries are not federal, and among the unitary sys

tems only about half have some form of judicial review. Moreover, 

even among countries where judicial review does exist, the extent to 

which courts attempt to exercise this power varies from the extreme 

case, the United States, where the Supreme Court sometimes wields 

extraordinary power, to countries where the judiciary is highly def

erential to the decisions of the parliament. Canada provides an 

interesting variant. A federal system, Canada has a supreme court 

endowed with the authority to declare both provincial and federal 

laws unconstitutional. The provincial legislatures and the federal 

parliament can override the court’s decision, however, by voting a 

second time to pass the act in question.

T en u re o f  ju d g e s  f o r  life o r  lim ite d  term ? In the United States 

members of the federal (that is, national) judiciary are, by constitu
tional provision, given life tenure. The advantage of life tenure is to 

insure judges greater independence from political pressures. But if
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they also have the power of judicial review, their judgments may 
reflect the influence of an older ideology no longer supported by 
popular and legislative majorities. Consequently, they may employ 
judicial review to impede reforms, as they sometimes have in the 
United States, famously during the great reform period from 1933 to 
1937 under the leadership of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. With 
American experience in view, some democratic countries that have 
explicitly provided for judicial review in constitutions written after 
World War II have rejected life tenure and instead have chosen to 
provide for limited, though lengthy, terms, as in Germany, Italy, and 
Japan.

Referenda? Are national referenda possible, or in the case of con
stitutional amendments, perhaps obligatory? Switzerland provides 
the limiting case: there, referenda on national issues are permissible, 
obligatory for constitutional amendments, and frequent. At the 
other extreme, the U.S. Constitution makes no provision for refer
enda (and no national referenda have ever been held), although 
they are common in many states. In contrast to the United States, 
however, in more than half the older democracies a referendum has 
been held at least once.

Presidential or parliamentary? In a presidential system the chief 
executive is elected independently of the legislature and is constitu
tionally vested with important powers. In a parliamentary or cabi
net system the chief executive is chosen and may be removed by the 
parliament. The classic example of presidential government is the 
United States; the classic example of parliamentary government is 
Great Britain.

Presidential government was invented by the delegates to the 
American Constitutional Convention in 1787. Most of the delegates 
admired the British (unwritten) constitution for its “separation of 
powers” into a judiciary independent of both the legislature and the 
executive; a legislature (Parliament) independent of the executive;
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and an executive (the monarchy) independent of the legislature. 
Although the delegates sought to emulate the virtues of the British 
constitution, a monarchy was clearly out of the question; so they 
were stumped by the problem of the executive. Left with no relevant 
historical models, they wrestled over the question for almost two 
months before producing their solution.

Although the convention was an extraordinary assembly of con
stitutional talent, the passage of time has endowed the delegates 
with far greater foresight than the historical records reveal to us or 
that human fallibilities would seem to allow. As with many inven
tions, the originators of the American presidential system (or, bet
ter, presidential-congressional system) could not possibly foresee 
how their creation would evolve over the next two centuries. Nor 
could they foresee that parliamentary government was just about to 
develop as an alternative and more widely adopted solution.

Although by now parliamentary government is all but unthink
able among Americans, had their Constitutional Convention been 
held some thirty years later it is altogether possible that the delegates 
would have proposed a parliamentary system. For what they (and, 
for that matter, observers in Britain as well) did not understand was 
that the British constitutional system was itself undergoing rapid 
change. In short, it was evolving into a parliamentary system in 
which executive authority would effectively rest with the prime 
minister and cabinet, not with the monarch. And though nominally 
chosen by the monarch, the prime minister would in actuality be 
chosen by the majority in Parliament (in due time, the House of 
Commons) and would remain in office only with the support of a 
parliamentary majority. The prime minister in turn would chose 
the other members of the cabinet. This system was pretty much in 
place by about 1810.

As it turned out, in most of the older, stable democratic coun
tries of today, where democratic institutions evolved during the
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and endured, variants of 

parliamentary government, not presidential government, came to 
be the accepted constitutional arrangement.

Electoral system? How precisely are seats in the national legisla
ture allocated in proportion to the preferences of the voters in 
elections? For example, will a party whose candidates get, say, 30 

percent of the votes in an election gain close to 30 percent of the 

seats? Or might they win only 15 percent or so? Although the elec
toral system need not be specified in the “constitution” in a strict 
sense, as I suggested earlier it is useful to consider it a part of the 

constitutional system because of the way electoral systems interact 

with other parts of the constitution. More about this subject in the 
next chapter.

Although the list of alternatives could be extended even fur
ther, it is surely enough to show that constitutional arrangements 

among the older democracies vary widely. Moreover, the variations 
I have mentioned are rather general; if we were to move to a more 
concrete level of observation we would discover further important 

differences.
So, you might now conclude, the constitutions of democratic 

countries differ in important ways. But do variations make some 
constitutions better, or perhaps more democratic? Is there perhaps 

one best type of democratic constitution?
These questions raise yet another: How are we to appraise the 

relative desirability of different constitutions? Evidently we need 

some criteria.

H O W  C O N S T I T U T I O N S  M A K E  A  D I F F E R E N C E

Constitutions might matter to a country’s democracy in many 

ways.
Stability. A constitution might help to provide stability for the 

basic democratic political institutions described in Chapter 8. It
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could not only lay down a democratic framework of government 
but also insure all the necessary rights and guarantees that the basic 
political institutions require.

Fundamental rights. A constitution might protect majority and 
minority rights. Even though this criterion is implicitly included in 
the first, because of variations among democratic constitutions it is 
useful to give special attention to the basic rights and duties that 
provide guarantees for both majorities and minorities.

Neutrality. A constitution could maintain neutrality among the 
country’s citizens. Having insured fundamental rights and duties, 
the constitutional arrangements could also insure that the process 
of making laws is designed neither to favor nor to penalize the views 
or the legitimate interests of any citizen or group of citizens.

Accountability. The constitution could be designed to enable cit
izens to hold political leaders accountable for their decisions, ac
tions, and conduct within a “reasonable” interval of time.

Fair representation. What constitutes “ fair representation” in a 
democracy is the subject of endless controversy, in part because it 
bears on the next two criteria.

Informed consensus. A constitution might help citizens and lead
ers to develop an informed consensus on laws and policies. It could 
do so by creating opportunities and incentives for political lead
ers to engage in negotiations, accommodation, and coalition build
ing that would facilitate the conciliation of diverse interests. More 
about this in the chapters to come.

Effective government. By effectiveness I mean that a government 
acts to deal with what citizens understand to be the major issues and 
problems they confront and for which they believe government ac
tion is appropriate. Effective government is particularly important 
in times of great emergency brought on by war, the threat of war, 
acute international tension, severe economic hardship, and similar 
crises. But it is also relevant in more ordinary times, when major
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issues head the agendas of citizens and leaders. To be sure, in the 
short run a nondemocratic government might sometimes meet this 
criterion better than a democratic government; though whether it 
would do so in the long run seems more doubtful. In any case, we 
are concerned with governments functioning within democratic 
limits. Within those limits, it seems reasonable to want a constitu
tional system that has procedures to discourage protracted dead
lock, delay, or evasion in confronting major issues and encourage 
taking action to deal with them.

Competent decisions. Desirable as effective government may be, 
we would hardly admire a constitution that facilitates decisive and 
resolute action yet makes it hard for a government to draw on the 
best knowledge available for solving the urgent problems on the 
country’s agenda. Decisive action is no substitute for wise policy.

Transparency and comprehensibility. By this pair of criteria I mean 
that the operation of the government is sufficiently open to public 
view and simple enough in its essentials that citizens can readily 
understand how and what it is doing. Thus it must not be so com
plexly constructed that citizens cannot understand what is going on 
and, because they do not understand their government, cannot 
readily hold their leaders accountable, particularly at elections.

Resiliency. A constitutional system need not be so rigidly con
structed or so immutably fixed in writing and tradition that it 
cannot be adapted to novel situations.

Legitimacy. Meeting the previous ten criteria would surely go a 
long way toward providing a constitution with sufficient legitimacy 
and allegiance among citizens and political elites to insure its sur
vival. Yet in a specific country certain constitutional arrangements 
could be more compatible than could others with widespread tradi
tional norms of legitimacy. For example, paradoxical though it may 
seem to many republicans, maintaining a monarch as head of state
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and yet adapting the monarchy to the requirements of polyarchy 
has conferred additional legitimacy on democratic constitutions 
in the Scandinavian countries, the Netherlands, Belgium, Japan, 
Spain, and Britain. In most democratic countries, by contrast, an 
attempt to blend a monarch as head of state would clash with 
widespread republican beliefs. Thus Alexander Hamilton’s proposal 
at the Constitutional Convention in 1787 for an executive with life 
tenure—an “elective monarchy” —was rejected almost without de
bate. As another delegate, Elbridge Gerry remarked, “ There were 
not 1/1000 part of our fellow citizens who are not agst. every ap
proach towards monarchy.”5

H O W  M U C H  OF A D I F F E R E N C E  DO T H E

D I F F E R E N C E S  M A K E ?

Do constitutional differences like these really matter?
To answer this question we need to add two more bodies of 

evidence to that of the twenty-two older democratic countries. One 
collection of experiences can be drawn from the “newer” democ
racies, countries in which the basic democratic institutions were 
established and maintained during the second half of the twentieth 
century. Another consists of the tragic but illuminating history of 
countries in which the democratic institutions were established at 
some point in the twentieth century but broke down and yielded, at 
least for a time, to an authoritarian regime.

Although these three immense sources of evidence are by no 
means fully reported or analyzed, I believe that they produce some 
important conclusions.

To begin with, each of the constitutional alternatives listed earlier 
has existed in at least one stable democracy. Consequently, it is 
perfectly reasonable, indeed logically necessary, to conclude that 
many different constitutional arrangements are compatible with

Varieties 11 {127 }



the basic political institutions of polyarchal democracy that were 

described in Chapter 8. The political institutions of polyarchal de
mocracy can, it appears, take many specific forms.

Why is this so? Certain underlying conditions highly favorable to 
the stability of the basic democratic institutions (discussed in Chap
ter 12) have prevailed in all these older and highly stable democ

racies. Given these favorable conditions, constitutional variations 
like those I have described have no great effect on the stability of the 

basic democratic institutions. Judged solely by that criterion, the 
variations I’ve described don’t appear to matter. Within broad lim

its, then, democratic countries have a wide choice of constitutions.

In contrast, where the underlying conditions are highly unfavor

able, it is improbable that democracy could be preserved by any 
constitutional design.

With only slight exaggeration we might summarize the first two 

points like this:

If the underlying conditions are highly favorable, stability is 
likely with almost any constitution the country is likely to adopt. If 
the underlying conditions are highly unfavorable, no constitution 

will save democracy.

There is, however, a third and more intriguing possibility: in 
a country where the conditions are neither highly favorable nor 
highly unfavorable but mixed, so that democracy is chancy but by 
no means impossible, the choice of constitutional design might 
matter. In brief: if the underlying conditions are mixed in a country, 

and some are favorable but others are unfavorable, a well-designed 
constitution might help democratic institutions to survive, whereas a 

badly designed constitution might contribute to the breakdown of 

democratic institutions.
Finally, crucial as it is, stability isn’t the only relevant criterion. If 

we were to judge constitutional arrangements by other criteria, they 
might have important consequences even in countries where condi
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tions are highly favorable to democratic stability. And they do. They 
shape the concrete political institutions of democratic countries: 
executives, legislatures, courts, party systems, local governments, 
and so on. The shape of these institutions might in turn have im
portant consequences for the fairness of the representation in the 
legislature, or the effectiveness of the government, and as a result 
they might even affect the legitimacy of the government. In coun
tries where the underlying conditions are mixed and the prospects 
for democratic stability are somewhat uncertain, these variations 
might prove to be exceptionally important.

Indeed, this does appear to be the case, for reasons we explore in 
the next chapter.
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Varieties h i

P A R T I E S  A N D  E L E C T O R A L  S Y S T E M S

Probably no political institutions shape the political landscape of 
a democratic country more than its electoral system and its political 
parties. And none display a greater variety.

Indeed, the variations are so great that a citizen familiar only 

with his or her own country’s electoral arrangements and party 

system may well find the political landscape of another democratic 
country incomprehensible, or, if understandable, unappealing. To a 
citizen of a country where only two major political parties contest 

elections, a country with a multiplicity of parties may look like 
political chaos. To a citizen in a multiparty country, having only two 
political parties to choose from may look like a political straitjacket. 
If either were to examine the other country’s party system, they 
might find the differences even more confusing.

How can we account for these variations? Are some electoral 
or party systems more democratic than others or better in other 

respects?
Let’s begin with the main variations in electoral systems.

E L E C T O R A L  S Y S T E M S

Electoral systems vary without end.1 One reason they vary so 
much is that no electoral system can satisfy all the criteria by which 
you might reasonably wish to judge it. There are, as usual, trade-
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offs. If we choose one system we achieve some values at the expense 
of others.

Why so? To provide a tolerably brief answer, let me reduce the 
baffling array of possibilities to just two.

PR. Among the older democracies the most common electoral 
system is one deliberately designed to produce a close correspon
dence between the proportion of the total votes cast for a party in 
elections and the proportion of seats the party gains in the legisla
ture. For example, a party with 53 percent of the votes will win 53 
percent of the seats. An arrangement like this is usually known as a 
system of proportional representation or PR.

FPTP. If PR systems are designed to meet one test of fairness, you 
might suppose that all democratic countries would have adopted 
them. Yet some have not. They have chosen instead to maintain 
electoral arrangements that may greatly increase the proportion of 
seats won by the party with the largest number of votes. For exam
ple, a party with, say, 53 percent of the votes may win 60 percent of 
the seats. In the variant of this system employed in Great Britain and 
the United States, a single candidate is chosen from each district and 
the candidate with the most votes wins. Because of the analogy with 
a horse race, this is sometimes called a first-past-the-post system (in 
short, FPTP).

Words About Words
In the United States, such an arrangement is often referred to as a 
plurality system because the candidate with a plurality (not neces
sarily a majority) of votes is the winner. Political scientists often 
refer to it as a system of “single member districts with plurality 
elections,” a more literal but excessively cumbersome title. First- 
past-the-post is standard usage in Britain, and I’ll adopt it here.
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PR versus FPTP. As I pointed out earlier, debate continues over the 

question of what kind of electoral system best satisfies the require
ment that elections should be both free and fair. But critics of FPTP 

contend that it generally fails the test of fair representation and 

sometimes fails it badly. For example, in the British parliamentary 

elections of 1997 the Labor Party gained 64 percent of the seats in 

Parliament—the largest majority in modern parliamentary history; 
yet it did so by winning only 44 percent of the votes cast. The 

Conservative Party, with 31 percent of the votes, won just 25 percent 
of the seats, and the unfortunate Liberal Democrats, who were 
supported by 17 percent of the voters, ended up with only 7 percent 
of the seats! (The candidates o f other parties won a total of 7 percent 
of the votes and 4 percent of the seats.)

How do differences like these between the percentage of votes 

cast for a party and the percentage of the seats it wins come about? 
Imagine a tiny democratic system with only a thousand members, 

who are divided among ten equal districts from each of which the 
voters elect just one representative to the legislative body. Suppose 

that in our little democracy 510 voters (or 51 percent) vote for the 
Blue Party and 490 (or 49 percent) vote for the Purple Party. Now let 
us imagine (unlikely though it may be) that the support for each is 
perfectly uniform throughout our minidemocracy: each of the ten 

districts happens to contain 51 Blue voters and 49 Purple voters. 
How would the election turn out? The Blue Party wins in every 
district and thus gains 100 percent of the seats and a “majority” in 

parliament of ten to zero (table 2, example 1)! You could expand the 
size of the system to include a whole country and greatly increase 
the number of districts. The result would remain the same.

We can be reasonably certain that no democratic country would 
retain FPTP under these conditions. What prevents this bizarre— 
and completely undemocratic—outcome is that party support is not

{ 1 3 2 }  A C T U A L  D E M O C R A C Y



Hypothetical illustration of the First-Past-the-Post electoral system 
There are ten districts, each with one hundred voters, divided between the two 
parties (Blue and Purple) as shown.

T A B L E  2 .

e x a m p l e  i. Support for the parties is uniform
District Votes for Seats won by

Blue Purple Blue Purple
(number) (number)

1 51 49 1 0
2 51 49 1 0
3 51 49 1 0

4 51 49 1 0
5 51 49 1 0

6 51 49 1 0
7 51 49 1 0
8 51 49 1 0
9 51 49 1 0

10 51 49 1 0
Total 510 490 10 0

EXAMPLE 2. Support for the parties is not uniform
District Votes for Seats won by

Blue Purple Blue Purple
(number) (number)

1 55 45 1 0
2 60 40 1 0
3 40 60 0 1
4 45 55 0 1
5 52 48 1 0
6 51 49 1 0
7 53 47 1 0
8 45 55 0 1
9 46 54 0 1

1 0 55 45 1 0
Total 502 498 6 4
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spread evenly across a country: in some districts the Blues may have 

65 percent of the voters, whereas in others they have only 40 per
cent, say, and the Purples have the remaining 60 percent. The dis

tricts, that is, vary around the national average. For a hypothetical 

illustration, see table 2, example 2.

It is obvious, then, that in order for FPTP to result in acceptably 

fair representation, party support must not be distributed evenly 
across a country. Conversely, the more evenly voting support is dis
tributed, the greater the divergence between votes and seats will be. 

Thus if regional differences decline in a country, as appears to have 

been the case in Britain in 1997, the distortion caused by FPTP 
grows.

If that is so, then why don’t democratic countries with FPTP 

systems switch to PR? For one thing, we can’t ignore the heavy 

weight of history and tradition in countries like Britain and the 

United States, where this system has prevailed from the beginnings 

of representative government. The United States provides a prime 
example. The American system of FPTP can result in depriving a 
substantial minority of African Americans of fair representation 
in state legislatures and the national House of Representatives. To 

make sure that African-American voters can gain at least some 
representatives in their state legislature or Congress, legislatures and 
judges have sometimes deliberately drawn district boundaries so as 
to form an area with an African-American majority. The shape of 
the resulting district occasionally bears no relation to geography, 
economy, or history. Under a PR system, if African Americans chose 
to vote for African-American candidates, they would be represented 
in proportion to their numbers: in a state where, say, 20 percent of 
the voters were black, they could be sure of filling about 20 percent 
of the seats with African Americans, if that were their choice.

But if this is so, why hasn’t PR been adopted as a solution? Mainly 
because hostility to PR is so widespread in the United States that
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neither legislatures nor judges give it serious consideration as a 
possible alternative to racial gerrymandering.

Words About Words
Gerrymandering, or carving out electoral districts to obtain 
strictly political ends, is an old practice in the United States. It 
takes its name from Elbridge Gerry, whom we encountered ear
lier as a delegate to the American Constitutional Convention. 
Elected governor of Massachusetts, in 1812 Gerry brought about a 
redrawing of district boundaries for representatives to the state 
legislature that helped Democrats to maintain a majority. When 
someone noticed that one district bore the shape of a salaman
der, a critic remarked that it looked more like a “Gerrymander.” 
The term gerrymander, including the verb form to gerrymander, 
subsequently entered into the American vocabulary.

Historical prejudices in favor of FPTP are buttressed, however, by 
more reasonable arguments. In the view of its supporters, the ten
dency of FPTP systems to amplify the legislative majority of the 
winning party has two desirable consequences.

Two-party versus multiparty systems. FPTP is often defended pre
cisely because it does handicap third parties, and by doing so it helps 
to produce a two-party system. The usual outcome of PR, in con
trast, is a multiparty system. Particularly in the English-speaking 
democracies, two-party systems are much admired and multiparty 
systems are correspondingly disliked and denigrated. Which is 
better?

An enormous debate whirls around the relative virtues of two- 
party and multiparty systems. Generally speaking, the advantages of 
each mirror their disadvantages. For example, one advantage of a 
two-party system is that it places a smaller burden on voters by
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simplifying their options to two. But from the point of view of an 
advocate of PR, this drastic reduction of the alternatives available 
seriously impairs voters' freedom of choice. Elections may be per
fectly free, they would say, but because they deny representation to 
minorities they certainly aren’t fair.

Effective government. Advocates of two-party systems also sup
port FPTP because it has a further consequence. By amplifying the 
legislative majority of the winning party, FPTP makes it harder for 
the minority party to form a coalition able to prevent the majority 
party from carrying out its program—or, as the leaders of the ma
jority would claim, their “popular mandate.” With an amplified 
majority of party members in the legislature, party leaders will 
usually have enough votes to spare even if some of their party 
members defect to the opposition. Thus, it is argued, FPTP helps 
governments to meet the criterion of effectiveness. By contrast, in 
some countries PR has helped to produce so many competing and 
conflicting parties and alliances in the parliament that majority 
coalitions are extremely difficult to form and highly unstable. As a 
result, the effectiveness of the government is greatly reduced. Italy is 
often cited as an example.

What the advocates of FPTP often ignore, however, is that in some 
countries with PR systems extensive reform programs have been 
enacted by stable parliamentary majorities consisting often of a 
coalition of two or three parties. Indeed, several democracies with 
PR systems, such as the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries, 
are veritable models of pragmatic reform combined with stability.

S O M E  B A S I C  O P T I O N S  F O R

D E M O C R A T I C  C O N S T I T U T I O N S

We can now see why the task of designing a new constitution or 
redesigning an existing one should not be taken lightly. The task is 
as difficult and complex as designing a crewed rocket ship for prob
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ing outer space. Just as no sensible person would hand over the task 
of designing a rocket ship to amateurs, so, too, framing a constitu
tion requires a country’s best talents. Yet unlike rocket ships, if 
important constitutional innovations are to endure they will also 
require the assent and consent of the governed.

The main constitutional options and the various ways of com
bining them present a formidable array of alternatives. By now I 
hardly need to repeat my previous warning that every general alter
native permits an almost limitless variety of more specific choices.

However, with this caution firmly in mind, let me offer some 
general guidelines for thinking about constitutional alternatives.

A good place to start is with five possible combinations of elec
toral systems and chief executives.

The continental European option: parliamentary government with 
PR elections. Parliamentary government is the overwhelming choice 
of the older democracies, and among democracies it generally pre
dominates over presidential government.2 The favored combina
tion among the older democracies, as we have seen, is a parliamen
tary system in which members are elected by some system of PR. 
Because this combination is predominant in Europe, where the 
newer democracies have also followed the standard European path, 
I’ll call this combination the continental European option.

The British (or Westminster) option: parliamentary government 
with FPTP elections. Because of its origins and its prevalence in 
English-speaking democracies other than the United States, I’ll call 
this the British option. (It is sometimes also called the Westminster 
model, after the British seat of government.) Only four of the older 
democracies have maintained this solution over a lengthy period; 
not surprisingly, they are the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, 
and New Zealand (which, however, abandoned it in 1993).3

The U.S. option: presidential government with FPTP elections. Be
cause the United States stands alone among the older democracies
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in employing this combination, we may call it the U.S. option. A 
half-dozen newer democracies have also chosen this arrangement.

The Latin American option: presidential government with PR elec
tions. In their strong preference for presidential government, Latin 
American countries have followed the same constitutional path as 
the United States. But in their choice of electoral systems, during the 
late twentieth century they generally followed European practice. As 
a result, in the fifteen Latin American countries where democratic 
institutions were more or less in place in the early 1990s, the basic 
constitutional pattern was a combination of presidential govern
ment and PR.4 So we might call this combination the Latin Ameri
can option.

It is striking that—with one exception, Costa Rica—none of the 
older democracies has opted for this combination. Although the 
older democracies are strongly predisposed to PR, as we have seen 
they have overwhelmingly rejected presidential government. Costa 
Rica stands out as the exception. Because Costa Rica, unlike every 
other country in Latin America, has been steadily democratic since 
about 1950, I count it among the older democracies. Unlike the 
others, however, it combines presidentialism with PR.

The mixed option: other combinations. Alongside these more or 
less “pure” types, several older democracies have created constitu
tional arrangements that depart in important respects from pure 
types. They have done so in an effort to minimize the undesirable 
consequences of the pure types while retaining their advantages. 
France, Germany, and Switzerland provide important illustrations 
of constitutional ingenuity.

The constitution of the French Fifth Republic provides for both 
an elected president with considerable power and a prime minister 
dependent on the parliament. France has also modified the FPTP 
electoral system. In a constituency where no candidate for the na
tional assembly receives a majority of votes, a second runoff election
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is held. In the runoff, any candidate who won more than 12.5 per
cent of the registered voters in the first election can compete. Small 
parties thus have a shot at winning a seat here and there in the first 
round; but in the second round they and their supporters may 
decide to throw in their lot with one of the two top candidates.

In Germany, half the members of the Reichstag are chosen in 
FPTP elections and the other half by PR. Versions of the German 
solution have also been adopted in Italy and New Zealand.

In order to adapt their political system to their diverse popula
tion, the Swiss have created a plural executive consisting of seven 
councillors elected by the parliament for four years. The Swiss plu
ral executive remains unique among the older democracies.5

T H I N K I N G  A B O U T  D E M O C R A T I C  C O N S T I T U T I O N S :

S O M E  G U I D E L I N E S

Drawing on the experiences of the older democracies touched on 
in the last two chapters, I would offer the following conclusions: •

• Most of the basic problems of a country cannot be solved by 
constitutional design. No constitution will preserve 
democracy in a country where the underlying conditions are 
highly unfavorable. A country where the underlying 
conditions are highly favorable can preserve its basic 
democratic institutions under a great variety of constitutional 
arrangements. Carefully crafted constitutional design may be 
helpful, however, in preserving the basic democratic 
institutions in countries where the underlying conditions are 
mixed, both favorable and unfavorable. (More about this in 
the next chapter.)

• Essential as it is, maintaining fundamental democratic 
stability is not the only relevant criterion for a good 
constitution. Fairness in representation, transparency,
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comprehensibility, responsiveness, and effective government 

are, among others, also important. Specific constitutional 
arrangements can and probably will have consequences for 
values like these.

• All constitutional arrangements have some disadvantages; 
none satisfy all reasonable criteria. From a democratic point 
of view, there is no perfect constitution. Moreover, the results 

of introducing or changing a constitution are bound to be 

somewhat uncertain. Consequently, constitutional design or 

reform requires judgments about acceptable trade-offs among 

goals and the risks and uncertainties of change.

• Over two centuries Americans seem to have developed a 
political culture, skills, and practices that enable their 
presidential-congressional system with FPTP, federalism, and 
strong judicial review to function satisfactorily. But the 
American system is exceedingly complicated and would 

probably not work nearly as well in any other country. In any 
case, it has not been widely copied. Probably it should not be.

• Some scholars contend that the Latin American combination 
of presidential government with PR has contributed to the 

breakdowns of democracy that have been so frequent among 

the republics of Central and South America.6 Although it is 
difficult to sort out the effects of constitutional form from the 
adverse conditions that were the underlying causes of political 

polarization and crisis, democratic countries would probably 

be wise to avoid the Latin American option.

Moved by his optimism about the French and American revolu

tions, Thomas Jefferson once asserted that a revolution about every 
generation would be a good thing. That romantic idea was shot 
down during the twentieth century by the numerous revolutions

| 140 } A C T U A L  D E M O C R A C Y



that failed tragically or pathetically or, worse, produced despotic 
regimes. Yet it might not be a bad idea if a democratic country, 
about once every twenty years or so, assembled a group of constitu
tional scholars, political leaders, and informed citizens to evaluate 
its constitution in the light not only of its own experience but also of 
the rapidly expanding body of knowledge gained from the experi
ences of other democratic countries.

Varieties in  {141}





p a r t  i v  Conditions
Favorable and 
Unfavorable





C H A P T E R  12

What Underlying Conditions Favor Democracy?

The twentieth century was a time of frequent democratic failure. 
On more than seventy occasions democracy collapsed and gave way 
to an authoritarian regime.1 Yet it was also a time of extraordi
nary democratic success. Before it ended, the twentieth century had 
turned into an age of democratic triumph. The global range and 
influence of democratic ideas, institutions, and practices had made 
that century far and away the most flourishing period for democ
racy in human history.

So we face two questions—or, rather, the same question put two 
ways. How can we account for the establishment of democratic 
institutions in so many countries in so many parts of the world? 
And how can we explain its failure? Although a full answer would 
be impossible, two interrelated sets of factors are undoubtedly of 
crucial importance.

F A I L U R E  OF T H E  A L T E R N A T I V E S

First, in the course of the century the main alternatives pretty 
much lost out in the competition with democracy. Even by the end 
of the century’s first quarter the nondemocratic forms of govern
ment that from time immemorial had dominated beliefs and prac
tices throughout most of the world—monarchy, hereditary aristoc
racy, and open oligarchy—had fatally declined in legitimacy and 
ideological strength. Although they were replaced by more widely
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popular antidemocratic alternatives in the form of fascism, Nazism, 
Leninism, and other authoritarian creeds and governments, these 
flourished only briefly. Fascism and Nazism were mortally wounded 

by the defeat of the Axis powers in World War II. Later in the 

century, military dictatorships, notably in Latin America, fell under 

the weight of their failures economic, diplomatic, and even military 

(Argentina). As the last decade of the century approached, the re
maining and most important totalitarian rival to democracy, Lenin

ism as embodied in Soviet communism, abruptly collapsed, irrepa

rably weakened by internal decay and external pressures.

So was democracy now secure throughout the globe? As the 

American president Woodrow Wilson optimistically (and, as it 
turned out, wrongly) proclaimed in 1919 after the end of World 

War I, had the world at last “been made safe for democracy” ?

Unfortunately, no. A final victory for democracy had not been 
achieved, nor was it close. The most populous country on earth and 
a major world power, China, had not yet been democratized. Dur

ing the four thousand years of an illustrious civilization, the Chinese 

people had never once experienced democracy; and the prospects 
that China would soon become democratic were highly dubious. 
Nondemocratic regimes persisted in many other parts of the world 
as well, in Africa, Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and some of the 
remnants of the dissolved USSR. In most of these countries the 

conditions for democracy were not highly favorable; consequently, 
it was unclear whether and how they would make the transition to 

democracy. Finally, in more than a few countries that had made the 

transition and introduced the basic political institutions of poly- 
archal democracy, the underlying conditions were not favorable 
enough to guarantee that democracy would survive indefinitely.

Underlying conditions? I have suggested yet again that certain 
underlying or background conditions in a country are favorable to 
the stability of democracy and where these conditions are weakly
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f i g u r e  8 . What conditions favor democratic institutions?

Essential conditions for democracy:

1. Control of military and police by elected officials

2. Democratic beliefs and political culture

3. No strong foreign control hostile to democracy 

Favorable conditions for democracy:

4. A modern market economy and society

5. Weak subcultural pluralism

present or entirely absent democracy is unlikely to exist, or if it does, 

its existence is likely to be precarious.

So it is now time to ask: What are these conditions?

To answer, we can draw on a large body of relevant experience 

provided by the twentieth century: countries that have undergone a 

transition to democracy, consolidated their democratic institutions, 

and retained them over many decades; countries where the transi
tion has been followed by collapse; and countries that have never 

made the transition. These instances of democratic transition, con
solidation, and breakdown indicate that five conditions (and there 

are probably more) significantly affect the chances for democracy in 
a country (fig. 8).

F O R E I G N  I N T E R V E N T I O N

Democratic institutions are less likely to develop in a country 

subject to intervention by another country hostile to democratic 

government in that country.

This condition is sometimes sufficient to explain why democratic 

institutions failed to develop or persist in a country where other 

conditions were considerably more favorable. For example, were it 
not for the intervention of the Soviet Union after World War II, 

Czechoslovakia would probably be counted today among the older
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democracies. Soviet intervention also prevented Poland and Hun

gary from developing democratic institutions.

More surprisingly, until the last decades of the twentieth century 

the United States had compiled a dismal record of intervention in 

Latin America, where it had sometimes undermined a popularly 
elected government by intervening against it to protect American 
businesses or (in the official view) American national security. 
Although these Latin American countries where democracy was 

nipped in the bud were not necessarily fully democratic, had they 
been free from American intervention—or, better yet, strongly sup

ported in their initial steps toward democratization—democratic 
institutions might well have evolved in time. A particularly egre
gious example was the clandestine intervention of U.S. intelligence 
agencies in Guatemala in 1964 to overthrow the elected government 
of a populist and left-leaning president, Jacopo Arbenz.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the countries of Central 

Europe and the Baltic moved speedily to install democratic institu
tions. In addition, the United States, and the international commu
nity generally, began to oppose dictatorships in Latin America and 

elsewhere and to support the development of democratic institu
tions throughout much of the world. Never in human history had 
international forces—political, economic, and cultural—been so 
supportive of democratic ideas and institutions. During the last 
decades of the twentieth century, then, an epochal shift occurred in 
the world’s political climate that greatly improved the prospects for 
democratic development.

C O N T R O L  O V E R  M I L I T A R Y  A N D  P O L I C E

Unless the military and police forces are under the full control of 
democratically elected officials, democratic political institutions are 

unlikely to develop or endure.
In contrast to the external threat of foreign intervention, perhaps
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the most dangerous internal threat to democracy comes from lead

ers who have access to the major means of physical coercion: the 
military and the police. If democratically elected officials are to 

achieve and maintain effective control over military and police 

forces, members of the police and military, especially among the 

officers, must defer to them. And their deference to the control of 

elected leaders must become too deeply ingrained to cast off. Why 

civilian control has developed in some countries and not in others is 

too complex to describe here. But for our purposes the important 

point is that without it, the prospects for democracy are dim.

Consider the unhappy history of Central America. Of the forty- 

seven governments in Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and Nic

aragua between 1948 and 1982, more than two-thirds gained power 

by means other than free and fair elections—most frequently by a 

military coup.2

In contrast, Costa Rica has been a beacon of democracy in the 

region since 1950. Why were Costa Ricans able to develop and main

tain democratic institutions when all their neighbors could not? A 

part of the answer is to be found in the existence o f the other 

favorable conditions. But even these would not have sustained a 

democratic government in the face of a military coup, as so often 

occurred in the rest of Latin America. In 1950, however, Costa Rica 

dramatically eliminated that threat: in a unique and audacious deci

sion, the democratic president abolished the military!

No other country has followed Costa Rica’s example, nor are many 

likely to. Yet nothing could illustrate more vividly how crucial it is for 
elected officials to establish and maintain control over the military and 

police if democratic institutions are to be established and preserved.

C U L T U R A L  C O N F L I C T S  W E A K  O R  A B S E N T

Democratic political institutions are more likely to develop 
and endure in a country that is culturally fairly homogeneous and
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less likely in a country with sharply differentiated and conflicting 
subcultures.

Distinctive cultures are often formed around differences in lan

guage, religion, race, ethnic identity, region, and sometimes ideol

ogy. Members share a common identity and emotional ties; they 

sharply distinguish “us” from “them.” They turn toward other 

members of their group for personal relationships: friends, com

panions, marriage partners, neighbors, guests. They often engage in 

ceremonies and rituals that, among other things, define their group 

boundaries. In all these ways and others, a culture may become 

virtually a “way of life” for its members, a country within a country, 

a nation within a nation. In this case society is, so to speak, vertically 
stratified.

Cultural conflicts can erupt into the political arena, and typically 
they do: over religion, language, and dress codes in schools, for 

example; or equality of access to education; or discriminatory prac
tices by one group against another; or whether the government 

should support religion or religious institutions, and if so, which 
ones and in what ways; or practices by one group that another finds 
deeply offensive and wishes to prohibit, such as abortion, cow 

slaughter, or “ indecent” dress; or how and whether territorial and 
political boundaries should be adapted to fit group desires and 

demands. And so on. And on.

Issues like these pose a special problem for democracy. Adherents 
of a particular culture often view their political demands as matters 
of principle, deep religious or quasi-religious conviction, cultural 
preservation, or group survival. As a consequence, they consider 

their demands too crucial to allow for compromise. They are nonne- 
gotiable. Yet under a peaceful democratic process, settling political 
conflicts generally requires negotiation, conciliation, compromise.

It should come as no surprise to discover, then, that the older and
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politically stable democratic countries have for the most part man
aged to avoid severe cultural conflicts. Even if significant cultural 
differences exist among citizens, they have generally allowed more 
negotiable differences (on economic issues, for example) to domi
nate political life most of the time.

Are there no exceptions to this seemingly happy state of affairs? A 
few. Cultural diversity has been particularly significant in the United 
States, Switzerland, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Canada. But if 
diversity threatens to generate intractable cultural conflicts, how 
have democratic institutions been maintained in these countries?

Their experiences, though very different, show that in a country 
where all the other conditions are favorable to democracy, the po
tentially adverse political consequences of cultural diversity can 
sometimes be made more manageable.

Assimilation. This was the American solution. From the 1840s to 
1920, the dominant culture, which during two centuries of colonial 
rule and independence had been solidly established by white settlers 
who mainly came from Great Britain, confronted waves of non- 
British immigrants from Ireland, Scandinavia, Germany, Poland, 
Italy, and elsewhere—immigrants who could often be distinguished 
by differences in language (except for the Irish), religion, food, 
dress, customs, manners, neighborhood, and other characteristics. 
By 1910 almost one in five white persons residing in the United 
States had been born elsewhere; in addition, the parents of more 
than one in four of the native-born whites had been born abroad. 
Yet within a generation of two after immigrants reached the United 
States, their descendants were already assimilated into the dominant 
culture, so fully indeed that although many Americans today retain 
(or develop) a certain attachment to their ancestral country or 
culture, their dominant political loyalty and identity is American.

In spite of the impressive success of assimilation in reducing the
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cultural conflicts that massive immigration might otherwise have 

produced in the United States, the American experience reveals 
some crucial shortcomings in that solution.

To begin with, the challenge of assimilation was greatly eased 
because a great many of the adult immigrants who came to the 

United States to achieve the better life it promised were fairly eager 
to assimilate, to “become real Americans.” Their descendants were 
even more so. Thus assimilation was mainly voluntary or enforced 
by social mechanisms (such as shame) that minimized the need for 
coercion by the state.3

If a massive population of immigrants was, on the whole, suc

cessfully assimilated, when American society confronted deeper ra
cial or cultural differences the limits of that approach were soon 

revealed. In the encounters between the white population and the 
native peoples who had long occupied the New World, assimilation 
gave way to coercion, forced resettlement, and isolation from the 
main society. Nor could American society assimilate the large body 

of African-American slaves and their descendants, who, ironically, 
had like the Indians been living in America well before most other 
immigrants arrived. Coercively enforced caste barriers based on 
race effectively barred assimilation. A somewhat similar failure also 
occurred in the late nineteenth century when immigrants arrived 

from Asia to work as laborers on railroads and farms.

There was one further great divide that assimilation could not 
bridge. During the early nineteenth century a distinctive subcul
ture, economy, and society based on slavery developed in the south
ern states. Americans living in the southern states and their com
patriots in the northern and western states were divided by two 
fundamentally incompatible ways of life. The ultimate outcome was 
an “ irrepressible conflict” that could not be resolved, despite great 
effort, by peaceful negotiation and compromise.4 The resulting civil 
war lasted for four years and took a huge toll in human lives. Nor
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did the conflict end even after the defeat of the South and the aboli
tion of slavery. A distinctive southern subculture and social struc
ture then emerged in which the subjection of African-American cit
izens was enforced by the threat and actuality of violence and terror.

So much for the past failures of assimilation. By the end of the 
twentieth century it was unclear whether the historic American 
practice of assimilation could cope successfully with the steadily 
increasing Hispanic minority and other self-conscious minorities as 
well. Will the United States develop into a multicultural society 
where assimilation no longer insures that cultural conflicts are 
managed peacefully under democratic procedures? Or will it be
come one in which cultural differences produces a higher level of 
mutual understanding, toleration, and accommodation?5

Deciding by consensus. Distinctive and potentially conflicting 
subcultures have existed in Switzerland, Belgium, and the Nether
lands. What can we learn from the experiences of these three demo
cratic countries?

Each created political arrangements that required unanimity or 
broad consensus for decisions made by the cabinet and the parlia
ment. The principle of majority rule yielded (in varying degrees) to 
a principle of unanimity. Thus any government decision that would 
significantly affect the interests of one or more of the subcultures 
would be made only with the explicit agreement of the representa
tives of that group in the cabinet and parliament. This solution was 
facilitated by PR, which insured that representatives from each of 
the groups would be fairly represented in parliament. They were 
also represented in the cabinet. And under the consensual practices 
adopted in these countries, the cabinet members from each subcul
ture could exercise a veto over any policy with which they disagreed. 
(Arrangements like these, which political scientists refer to as “con- 
sociational democracy,” vary greatly in details among the three 
countries. For more, see Appendix B.)
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Clearly, consensual systems like these cannot be created or will 

not work successfully except under very special conditions. These 
include a talent for conciliation; high tolerance for compromise; 
trustworthy leaders who can negotiate solutions to conflicts that 

gain the assent of their followers; a consensus on basic goals and 
values that is broad enough to make agreements attainable; a na

tional identity that discourages demands for outright separation; 

and a commitment to democratic procedures that excludes violent 

or revolutionary means.

These conditions are uncommon. Where they are absent, con

sensual arrangements are unlikely. And even if they are somehow 
put in place, as the tragic example of Lebanon indicates, they may 

collapse under the pressure of acute cultural conflict. Once de

scribed by political scientists as a highly successful “consociational 

democracy,” Lebanon plunged into a prolonged civil war in 1958, 
when internal stress proved too great for its consensual system to 
manage.

Electoral systems. Cultural differences often get out of hand be
cause they are fueled by politicians competing for support. Authori
tarian regimes sometimes manage to use their massive coercive 

power to overwhelm and suppress cultural conflicts, which then 
erupt as coercion declines with steps toward democratization. 
Tempted by the easy pickings provided by cultural identities, politi
cians may deliberately fashion appeals to members of their cultural 
group and thereby fan latent animosities into hatreds that culmi

nate in “cultural cleansing.”
To avoid this outcome, political scientists have suggested that 

electoral systems could be designed to change the incentives of 
politicians so as to make conciliation more profitable than conflict. 
Under the arrangements they propose, no candidates could be elec
ted with the support of only a single cultural group; they would 
need to gain votes from several major groups. The problem, of
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course, is to persuade political leaders early in the process of democ
ratization to adopt arrangements of this kind. Once a more divisive 
electoral system is in place, the spiral into cultural conflict may be 
all but irreversible.

Separation. When cultural cleavages are too deep to be overcome 
by any of the previous solutions, the only remaining solution may 
be for cultural groups to separate themselves into different political 
units within which they possess enough autonomy to maintain 
their identity and achieve their main cultural goals. In some situa
tions the solution might be a federal system in which the units— 
states, provinces, cantons—are sufficiently autonomous to accom
modate the different groups. A critical element in the remarkable 
harmonious multicultural society created by the Swiss is their fed
eral system. Most of the cantons are fairly homogeneous culturally; 
for example, one canton may be Francophone and Catholic and 
another German-speaking and Protestant. And the powers of the 
cantons are adequate for cultural needs.

Like the other democratic political solutions to the problem of 
multiculturalism, the Swiss solution also requires unusual condi
tions—in this case, at least two. First, citizens in different subcul
tures must be already separated along territorial lines, so that the 
solution imposes no severe hardships. And second, though divided 
for some purposes into autonomous units, the citizens must have a 
national identity and common goals and values sufficiently strong 
to sustain the federal union. Although both conditions hold for 
Switzerland, neither is at all common.

Where the first condition exists but not the second, cultural dif
ferences are likely to produce demands for full independence. If one 
democratic country becomes two by peacefully separating, the solu
tion seems impeccable when judged purely by democratic standards. 
For example, after almost a century of near independence in a union 
with Sweden, in 1905 Norway peacefully gained full independence.
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But if the first condition exists only imperfectly because the 

groups are intermingled, then independence may impose severe 
hardships on the minority (or minorities) to be included in the new 

country. These may in turn justify their own claims either for inde
pendence or for remaining, somehow, within the mother country. 
This problem has complicated the issue of independence from Can

ada for the province of Quebec. Although many French-speaking 

citizens of Quebec wish to gain full independence, the province 
also includes a sizable number of non-Francophones—English- 
speakers, aboriginal groups, and immigrants—who wish to remain 

Canadian citizens. Although a complicated territorial solution is 

theoretically possible that would allow most of those who preferred 

to remain in Canada to do so, whether it will prove to be political 

possible is unclear.6

The disheartening fact is, then, that all the solutions to the poten
tial problems of multiculturalism in a democratic country that I 
have described, and there may be others, depend for their success 

on special conditions that are likely to be rare. Because most of the 

older democratic countries have been only moderately heteroge
neous, they have largely been spared from severe cultural conflicts. 

Yet changes began to set in toward the end of the twentieth century 
that will almost certainly end this fortunate state of affairs during 

the twenty-first century.

D E M O C R A T I C  B E L I E F S  A N D  C U L T U R E

Sooner or later virtually all countries encounter fairly deep cri
ses—political, ideological, economic, military, international. Con
sequently, if a democratic political system is to endure it must able 
to survive the challenges and turmoil that crises like these present. 
Achieving stable democracy isn’t just fair-weather sailing; it also 

means sailing sometimes in foul and dangerous weather.
During a severe and prolonged crisis the chances increase that
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democracy will be overturned by authoritarian leaders who prom
ise to end the crisis with vigorous dictatorial methods. Their meth
ods, naturally, require that basic democratic institutions and pro
cedures be set aside.

During the twentieth century the collapse of democracy was a 
frequent event, as the seventy instances of democratic breakdown 
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter attest. Yet some democ
racies did weather their gales and hurricanes, not just once but 
many times. Several, as we saw, even overcame the dangers arising 
from sharp cultural differences. And some emerged with the demo
cratic ship of state even more seaworthy than before. The survivors 
of these stormy periods are precisely the countries we can now call 
the older democracies.

Why did democratic institutions weather crises in some coun
tries but not in others? To the favorable conditions I have already 
described, we need to add one more. The prospects for stable 
democracy in a country are improved if its citizens and leaders 
strongly support democratic ideas, values, and practices. The most 
reliable support comes when these beliefs and predispositions are 
embedded in the country’s culture and are transmitted, in large 
part, from one generation to the next. In other words, the country 
possesses a democratic political culture.

A democratic political culture would help to form citizens who 
believe that: democracy and political equality are desirable goals; 
control over military and police should be fully in the hands of 
elected leaders; the basic democratic institutions described in Chap
ter 8 should be maintained; and political differences and disagree
ments among citizens should be tolerated and protected.

I don’t mean to suggest that every person in a democratic country 
must be formed into perfect democratic citizens. Fortunately not, or 
surely no democracy would ever exist! But unless a substantial ma
jority of citizens prefer democracy and its political institutions to any
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nondemocratic alternative and support political leaders who uphold 
democratic practices, democracy is unlikely to survive through its 
inevitable crises. Indeed, even a large minority of militant and vio
lent antidemocrats would probably be sufficient to destroy a coun
try’s capacity for maintaining its democratic institutions.

How do people in a country come to believe in democratic ideas 
and practices? How do democratic ideas and practices become an 
intrinsic part of the country’s culture? Any attempt to answer these 
questions would require us to delve deeply into historical develop
ments, some general, some specific to a particular country, a task 
well beyond the limits of this book. Let me say only this: Lucky is the 
country whose history has led to these happy results!

But of course history is not always so generous. Instead, it endows 
many countries with a political culture that, at best, supports demo
cratic institutions and ideas only weakly and, at worst, strongly 
favors authoritarian rule.

E C O N O M I C  G R O W T H  W I T H  A M A R K E T  E C O N O M Y

Historically, the development of democratic beliefs and a demo
cratic culture has been closely associated with what might loosely be 
called a market economy. More specifically, a highly favorable con
dition for democratic institutions is a market economy in which 
economic enterprises are mainly owned privately, and not by the 
state, that is, a capitalist rather than a socialist or statist economy. 
Yet the close association between democracy and market-capitalism 
conceals a paradox: a market-capitalist economy inevitably gener
ates inequalities in the political resources to which different citizens 
have access. Thus a market-capitalist economy seriously impairs 
political equality: citizens who are economically unequal are un
likely to be politically equal. In a country with a market-capitalist 
economy, it appears; full political equality is impossible to achieve. 
Consequently, there is a permanent tension between democracy
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and a market-capitalist economy. Is there a feasible alternative to 
market-capitalism that would be less injurious to political equality? 
I return to this question, and more generally to the relation between 
democracy and market-capitalism, in the next two chapters.

Meanwhile, however, we cannot escape the conclusion that a 
market-capitalist economy, the society it produces, and the eco
nomic growth it typically engenders are all highly favorable con
ditions for developing and maintaining democratic political 
institutions.

A S U M M A R Y

Probably other conditions would also be helpful—the rule of law, 
prolonged peace, and no doubt others. But the five conditions I 
have just described are, I believe, among the most crucial.

We can sum up the argument of this chapter in three general 
propositions: First, a country that enjoys all five of these conditions 
is almost certain to develop and maintain democratic institutions. 
Second, a country that lacks all five conditions is extremely unlikely 
to develop democratic institutions, or, if it somehow does, to main
tain them. What about a country where the conditions are mixed— 
where some are favorable but some are unfavorable? Til postpone 
the answer, and the third general proposition, until we have consid
ered the strange case of India.

I N D I A :  A N  I M P R O B A B L E  D E M O C R A C Y

You might already have begun to wonder about India. Doesn't it 
lack all the favorable conditions? If so, doesn’t it stand in contradic
tion to my entire argument? Well, not quite.

That India could long sustain democratic institutions seems, 
on the face of it, highly improbable. With a population approach
ing one billion at the end of the twentieth century, Indians are 
divided among themselves along more lines than other country
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in the world. These include language, caste, class, religion, and 
region—and infinite subdivisions within each.7 Consider:

India has no national language. The Indian constitution officially 

recognizes fifteen languages. But even that understates the magni
tude of the language problem: at least a million Indians speak one of 

thirty-five distinct languages. What is more, Indians speak about 
twenty-two thousand distinct dialects.

Although 80 percent of the people are Hindus (the rest are 
mainly Muslim, though one state, Kerala, contains many Chris

tians), the unifying effects o f Hinduism are severely compromised 

by the caste system that Hinduism has prescribed for Indians since 

about 1500 b.c.e . Like language, even the caste system is infinitely 
divisive. To begin with, a huge number of people are excluded from 
the four prescribed hereditary castes: these are the “outcastes,” 
the “ untouchables” with whom contact is defiling. In addition, 
however, each caste is further divided into innumerable hereditary 
subcastes within whose social, residential, and often occupational 

boundaries its members are rigidly confined.

India is one of the poorest countries in the world. Pick your num
ber: From 1981 to 1995 about half the population lived on the equiva
lent of less than one U.S. dollar a day. By this measure, only four 

countries were poorer. In 1993-1994, more than a third of India’s 
population—more than three hundred million people—officially 

lived in poverty, mainly in small villages and engaged in agriculture. 
In 1996 among seventy-eight developing countries India was ranked 
forty-seventh on a Human Poverty Index, next to Rwanda in forty- 

eighth place. In addition, about half of all Indians over age fifteen, 

and more than 60 percent of females over age six, are illiterate.
Although India gained independence in 1947 and adopted a dem

ocratic constitution in 1950, given the conditions I have just de
scribed no one should be surprised that India’s political practices 
have displayed some egregious shortcomings from a democratic
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point of view. It has suffered from recurring violations of basic 
rights.8 India is viewed by businesspeople as among the ten most 
corrupt countries in the world.9 Worse, in 1975 India’s democratic 
institutions were overturned and replaced by dictatorship when the 
prime minister, Indira Gandhi, staged a coup d’etat, declared a state 
of emergency, suspended civil rights, and imprisoned thousands of 
leading opponents.

Yet most of the time most Indians support democratic institu
tions. In an action that would not have been taken by a people 
unqualified for democracy, two years after Indira Gandhi’s seizure 
of power, she was voted out of office in a reasonably fair election. 
Not just the political elites but the Indian people as a whole, it 
appeared, were more attached to democratic institutions and prac
tices than she had assumed; and they would not permit her to 
govern by authoritarian methods.

Although Indian political life is highly turbulent and often vio
lent, somehow the basic democratic institutions, blemishes and all, 
continue to operate. This observation seems to confound all rea
sonable expectations. How can we account for it? Any answer to the 
Indian conundrum must be tentative. Yet surprising as it may seem, 
certain aspects of India help to explain why it manages to maintain 
its democratic institutions.

To begin with, several of the favorable conditions I’ve described 
do exist in India. Growing out of its past as a British colony, the 
Indian military developed and has maintained a code of obedience 
to elected civilian leaders. Thus India has been free of the major 
threat to democratic government in most developing countries. In 
contrast to Latin America, for example, Indian military traditions 
provide little support for a military coup or a military dictatorship. 
The police, though widely corrupt, are not an independent political 
force capable of a coup.

In addition, the founders of modern India who led it to indepen

What Conditions Favor Democracy? {161}



dence and helped to shape its constitution and political institutions 

all adhered to democratic beliefs. The political movements they led 

strongly advocated democratic ideas and institutions. Democracy, 

one might say, is the national ideology of India. There is no other. 

Weak as India's sense of nationhood may be, it is so intimately 

bound up with democratic ideas and beliefs that few Indians advo
cate a nondemocratic alternative.

Furthermore, although India is culturally diverse, it is the only 

country in the world where Hindu beliefs and practices are so 
widely shared. After all, eight out of ten Indians are Hindus. Even 

though the caste system is divisive and Hindu nationalists are a 

standing danger to the Muslim minority, Hinduism does provide 

something of a common identity for a majority of Indians.

Yet even if these conditions provide support for democratic insti

tutions, India's widespread poverty combined with its acute multi

cultural divisions would appear to be fertile grounds for the ram

pant growth of antidemocratic movements powerful enough to 
overthrow democracy and install an authoritarian dictatorship. 

Why has this not happened? A closer view reveals several surprises.

First, every Indian is a member of a cultural minority so tiny that 
its members cannot possibly govern India alone. The sheer number 
of cultural fragments into which India is divided means that each is 
small, not only far short of a majority but far too small to rule over 
that vast and varied subcontinent. No Indian minority could rule 
without employing overwhelming coercion by military and police 
forces. But the military and police, as we have noted, are not avail

able for that purpose.
Second, with few exceptions, members of a cultural minority do 

not live together in a single area but tend instead to be spread over 
different regions of India. As a consequence, most minorities can
not hope to gain to form a separate country outside India's bound

aries. Whether they like it or not, most Indians are destined to
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remain citizens of India. Because disunion is impossible, the only 
alternative is union, within India.10

Finally, for most Indians there is simply no realistic alternative to 
democracy. None of India’s minorities, by itself, can overturn dem
ocratic institutions and establish an authoritarian regime, count on 
the military and police support it would need to sustain an authori
tarian government, hope to form a separate country, or propose an 
appealing ideological and institutional alternative to democracy. 
Experience indicates that any sizable coalition of different minor
ities will be too divided to sustain a takeover, much less an authori
tarian government. Democracy, it seems, is the only feasible option 
for most Indians.

The full story of democracy in India is more complex, as the 
full story of any country is bound to be. But in the end, India 
confirms the third proposition I promised earlier. In a country that 
lacks one or several but not all of the five conditions that favor 
democracy, democracy is chancy, perhaps improbable, but not nec
essarily impossible.

W H Y  D E M O C R A C Y  H A S  S P R E A D

T H R O U G H O U T  T H E  W O R L D

I began this chapter by noting how often in the course of the 
twentieth century democracy had collapsed and yet how widely it 
had spread by the end of that century. We can now explain that 
triumph: the favorable conditions I have described became much 
more widely dispersed among the countries of the world. •

• The danger of intervention by an outside power hostile to 
democratization declined as colonial empires dissolved, 
peoples gained their independence, the major totalitarian 
regimes collapsed, and the international community largely 
supported democratization.
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• The lure of military dictatorship declined as it became 
apparent, not just to civilians but to military leaders 
themselves, that military rulers were usually not able to meet 
the challenges of a modern society. Indeed, they often proved 
to be grossly incompetent. Thus in many countries one of the 
oldest and most dangerous threats to democracy was at last 
eliminated or greatly reduced.

• Many countries where democratization took place were 
sufficiently homogeneous to be able to avoid serious cultural 
conflicts. Often these were smaller countries, not large 
agglomerations of diverse cultures. In some countries that 
were more culturally divided, consensual arrangements were 
worked out. In at least one country, India, no minority culture 
was substantial enough to govern. In contrast, where cultural 
conflicts were acute, as they were in parts of Africa and ex- 
Yugoslavia, democratization was pretty much a disaster.

• With the visible failures of totalitarian systems, military 
dictatorships, and many other authoritarian regimes, 
antidemocratic beliefs and ideologies lost their previous 
appeal throughout much of the world. Never before in human 
history had so many people supported democratic ideas and 
institutions.

• The institutions of market-capitalism were spread to one 
country after another. Market-capitalism not only resulted in 
higher economic growth and well-being but also 
fundamentally altered a country’s society by creating a large 
and influential middle class sympathetic to democratic ideas 
and institutions.

So for these reasons, and perhaps others, the twentieth century 
turned out to be the Century of Democratic Triumph. Yet we should 
view that triumph with caution. For one thing, in many “demo
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cratic” countries the basic political institutions were weak or defec
tive. In figure 1 (p. 8), I counted sixty-five countries as democratic. 
But we might reasonably divide them them into three groups: most 
democratic, 35; fairly democratic, 7; and marginally democratic, 23 
(see Appendix C for sources).11 Thus the “ triumph of democracy” 
was considerably less complete than it was sometimes portrayed.

In addition, it is reasonable to wonder whether democratic suc
cesses will be sustained in the twenty-first century. The answer de
pends on how well democratic countries meet their challenges. One 
of these, as IVe already suggested, arises directly from the contradic
tory consequences of market-capitalism: in some respects it is favor
able to democracy, yet in others it is unfavorable. We’ll see why in 
the next two chapters.
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C H A P T E R  13

Why Market-Capitalism Favors Democracy

Democracy and market-capitalism are like two persons bound in 
a tempestuous marriage that is riven by conflict and yet endures 
because neither partner wishes to separate from the other. To shift 
the simile to the botanical world, the two exist in a kind of antag
onistic symbiosis.

Although the relation is extraordinarily complicated, from the 
profuse and constantly growing array of experiences with political 
and economic systems we can, I believe, draw five important con
clusions. I offer two in this chapter, the other three in the next.

1. Polyarchal democracy has endured only in countries with a pre
dominantly market-capitalist economy; and it has never endured in a 
country with a predominantly nonmarket economy

Although I have limited this conclusion to polyarchal democracy, 
it also applies pretty well to the popular governments that devel
oped in the city-states of Greece, Rome, and medieval Italy and to 
the evolution of representative institutions and the growth of citizen 
participation in northern Europe. But I’m going to bypass that 
history, some of which we encountered in Chapter 2, in order to 
focus exclusively on the institutions of modern representative de
mocracy—that is, polyarchal democracy.

Here the record is amazingly unambiguous. Polyarchal democ
racy has existed only in countries with predominantly market-
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capitalist economies and never (or at most briefly) in countries with 

predominantly nonmarket economies. Why is this so?

2. This strict relation exists because certain basic features of market- 

capitalism make it favorable for democratic institutions. Conversely; 

some basic features of a predominantly nonmarket economy make it 

harmful to democratic prospects.
In a market-capitalist economy, the economic entities are either 

individuals or enterprises (firms, farms, and whatnot) that are pri

vately owned by individuals and groups, and not, for the most part, 

by the state. The main goal of these entities is economic gain in the 

form of wages, profits, interest, and rent. Those who manage the 

enterprises have no need to strive for broad, lofty, and ambiguous 

goals such as the general welfare or the public good. They can be 

guided solely by self-interested incentives. And because markets 

supply owners, managers, workers, and others with much of the 

crucial information they need, they can make their decisions with

out central direction. (This doesn’t mean they can do without laws 

and regulations, which I’ll come back to in the next chapter.)

Contrary to what our intuition might tell us, markets serve to 

coordinate and control the decisions of the economic entities. His

torical experience shows pretty conclusively that a system in which 

countless economic decisions are made by innumerable indepen

dent but competing actors, each acting from rather narrow self- 

regarding interests and guided by the information supplied by mar
kets, produces goods and services much more efficiently than any 

known alternative. What is more, it does so with a regularity and 
orderliness that is truly astonishing.

As a result, in the long run market-capitalism has typically led 

to economic growth; and economic growth is favorable to democ
racy. To begin with, by cutting acute poverty and improving living 

standards, economic growth helps to reduce social and political
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conflicts. Furthermore, when economic conflicts do arise, growth 
provides more resources that are available for a mutually satisfac
tory settlement in which each side gains something. (In the absence 
of growth, economic conflicts, to use the language of game theory, 
become azero-sum” : what I gain you lose, what you gain I lose. So 
cooperation is useless.) Growth also provides individuals, groups, 
and governments with surplus resources to support education and 
thus to foster a literate and educated citizenry.

Market-capitalism is also favorable to democracy because of its 
social and political consequences. It creates a large middling stra
tum of property owners who typically seek education, autonomy, 
personal freedom, property rights, the rule of law, and participation 
in government. The middle classes, as Aristotle was the first to point 
out, are the natural allies of democratic ideas and institutions. Last, 
and perhaps most important, by decentralizing many economic 
decisions to relatively independent individuals and firms, a market- 
capitalist economy avoids the need for a powerful, even authoritar
ian central government.

A nonmarket economy can exist where resources are scarce and 
economic decisions few and obvious. But in a more complex so
ciety, to avoid economic chaos and to provide at least a moderate 
standard of living, a substitute for the coordination and control 
provided by markets is necessary. The only feasible substitute is the 
government of the state. So whatever the formal legal ownership of 
enterprises might be in a nonmarket economy, their decisions are, 
in effect, made and controlled by the government. Without the 
coordination of the market, it necessarily becomes the govern
ment’s task to allocate all scarce resources: capital, labor, machinery, 
land, buildings, consumer goods, dwellings, and the rest. To do so, 
the government needs a detailed and comprehensive central plan 
and thus government officials charged with making the plan, carry
ing it out, and seeing to its enforcement. These are prodigious tasks,
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requiring staggering quantities of reliable information. To gain 

compliance with their directives, government officials must dis

cover and apply appropriate incentives. These may run from re

wards, both legal (such as salaries and bonuses) and illegal (for 

example, bribery), to coercion and punishment (such as execution 

for “economic crimes” )- Except under rare and transitory condi

tions, which I’ll come to in a moment, no government has proved 

up to the task.

It is not the inefficiencies of a centrally planned economy, how

ever, that are most injurious to democratic prospects. It is the econ

omy’s social and political consequences. A centrally planned econ

omy puts the resources of the entire economy at the disposal of 

government leaders. To foresee the likely consequences o f that fan

tastic political windfall, we might recall the aphorism that “power 

corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” A centrally 

planned economy issues an outright invitation to government lead

ers, written in bold letters: You are free to use all these economic 

resources to consolidate and maintain your power!

Political leaders would have to have superhuman powers o f self- 

denial to resist this temptation. Alas, the melancholy record of his

tory is clear: rulers with access to the enormous resources provided 

by a centrally planned economy have all confirmed the wisdom of 

the aphorism. To be sure, leaders may use their despotism for good 

ends or bad. History records some of both—though overall, I think, 

despots have achieved considerably more ill than good. In any case, 

centrally planned economies have always been closely associated 
with authoritarian regimes.

S O M E  Q U A L I F I C A T I O N S

Although the two conclusions are valid, they need several qual

ifications.

For one thing, economic growth is not unique to democratic
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countries, nor is economic stagnation unique to nondemocratic 

nations. Indeed, there appears to be no correlation between eco

nomic growth and a country’s type of government or regime.1
Moreover, although democracy has existed only in countries with 

a market-capitalist economy, market-capitalism has existed in non

democratic countries. In several of these—Taiwan and South Korea 

in particular—the factors I mentioned earlier that tend to accom
pany economic growth and a market economy in turn helped to 

bring about democratization. In these two countries authoritarian 
leaders, whose policies helped to stimulate the development of a suc

cessful market economy, export industries, economic growth, and a 
large, educated middle class, also unwittingly planted the seeds of 
their own destruction. Thus although market-capitalism and eco

nomic growth are favorable to democracy, in the long run they may 

be far less favorable, indeed downright unfavorable for nondemo
cratic regimes. Consequently, the denouement of a momentous his
torical drama to be played out during the twenty-first century will 

reveal whether China’s nondemocratic regime can withstand the 
democratizing forces generated by market-capitalism.

A market-capitalist economy need not exist, however, only in its 
familiar twentieth-century urban-industrial or postindustrial form. 

It may also be—or at least has been—agricultural. As we saw in 
Chapter 2, during the nineteenth century the basic democratic in
stitutions, with the exception of female suffrage, developed in sev
eral countries—the United States, Canada, New Zealand, and Aus

tralia—that were predominantly agricultural. In 1790, the first year 
of the American republic under its new (and still continuing) con
stitution, out of a total population of just under four million per

sons, only 5 percent lived in places with more than twenty-five 
hundred inhabitants; the remaining 95 percent lived in rural areas, 
mainly on farms. By 1820, when the political institutions of (white 
male) polyarchal democracy were already solidly established, in a

{ 170  } C O N D I T I O N S



population of fewer than ten million people, more than nine out of 
ten still lived in rural areas. On the eve of the Civil War in i860, 
when the country had more than thirty million inhabitants, eight of 
ten Americans lived in rural areas. The America that Alexis de 
Tocqueville described in Democracy in America was agrarian, not 
industrial. The economic enterprises of that agrarian society were, 
of course, principally farms, owned and managed by individual 
farmers and their families. Much of what they produced was used 
for their own consumption.

The important point, however, is that the economy was highly 
decentralized (more, indeed, than it was to become with industrial
ization); it gave political leaders little access to its resources; and it 
created a large middle class of free farmers. Thus it was highly 
favorable for democratic development. Indeed, in Thomas Jeffer
son’s vision of the Republic, the necessary foundation for democ
racy was an agrarian society consisting of independent farmers.

Are these preindustrial origins of several of the oldest democ
racies irrelevant to countries in the postindustrial era? No. That 
body of experience reinforces a crucial point: whatever its dominant 
activity, a decentralized economy that helps to create a nation of 
independent citizens is highly favorable for the development and 
maintenance of democratic institutions.

A moment ago I mentioned “ rare and transitory conditions” 
under which governments have efficiently managed central plan
ning. What is more, the governments were democratic. These were 
the wartime governments of Britain and the United States during 
World War I and even more emphatically during World War II. But 
in these cases, the planning and allocation of resources had a clearly 
defined goal, which was to insure that military needs were met 
along with a basic supply of goods and services for civilians. The 
war aims were widely supported. Though some black markets de
veloped, they were not so extensive as to diminish the effectiveness
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of the centralized system for allocating resources and controlling 

prices. Finally, the system was dismantled after peace arrived. As 

a result, political leaders were deprived of the opportunities they 
would have enjoyed for exploiting their dominant economic role 
for political purposes.

If we put these wartime systems to one side, centrally directed 
economies have existed only in countries where the leaders were 
fundamentally antidemocratic. Thus we cannot easily untangle the 

undemocratic consequences of the economic order from the un

democratic consequences of leaders’ beliefs. Lenin and Stalin were 

so hostile to democracy that with or without a centrally directed 

economy, they would have prevented democratic institutions from 

developing. The centrally directed economy simply made their task 

easier by providing them with greater resources for inflicting their 
will on others.

Strictly speaking, then, the historical experiment that combines 
democratic institutions with a centrally directed peacetime econ
omy has never been tried. I for one hope that it never will. The likely 

consequences are, I believe, fully foreseeable. And they bode ill for 

democracy.
Yet even if market-capitalism is far more favorable to democratic 

institutions than any nonmarket economy that has so far existed, it 

also has some profoundly unfavorable consequences. We examine 

these in the next chapter.
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C H A P T E R  1 4

Why Market-Capitalism Harms Democracy

If we approach market capitalism from a democratic point of 
view we discover, when we look closely, that it has two faces. Like the 
emblem of the Greek god Janus, they face in opposite directions. 
One, a friendly face, points toward democracy. The other, a hostile 
face, points the other way.

3. Democracy and market-capitalism are locked in a persistent con
flict in which each modifies and limits the other.

By 1840, a market economy with self-regulating markets in la
bor, land, and money had been fully installed in Britain. Market- 
capitalism had triumphed over its enemies on all fronts: not only in 
economic theory and practice but in politics, law, ideas, philosophy, 
and ideology as well. Its opponents, so it appeared, were completely 
routed. Yet in a country where people have a voice, as they had in 
England even in those predemocratic times, such a complete victory 
could not endure.1 As it always does, market-capitalism brought 
gains for some; but as it always does, it also brought harm to others.

Though suffrage was highly restricted, the other political institu
tions of representative government were largely in place. And in due 
time—in 1867 and again in 1884—suffrage was expanded; after 1884 
most males could vote. Thus the political system provided oppor
tunities for the effective expression of opposition to unregulated 
market-capitalism. Turning for help to political and governmental 
leaders, those who felt themselves injured by unregulated markets
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sought protection. Opponents of laissez-faire economics found ef

fective expression of their grievances through political leaders, 
movements, parties, programs, ideas, philosophies, ideologies, 

books, journals, and, most important, votes and elections. The 
newly formed Labour Party focused on the plight of the working 
classes.

Although some opponents proposed only to regulate market- 
capitalism, others wished to abolish it outright. And some compro
mised: let's regulate it now, they said, and eliminate it later. Those 

who proposed to abolish capitalism never achieved their goals. 

Those who demanded government intervention and regulation 
often did.

As in Britain, so, too, in Western Europe and the other English- 
speaking countries. In any country where governments could be 

influenced by popular movements of discontent, laissez-faire could 
not be sustained. Market-capitalism without government interven
tion and regulation was impossible in a democratic country for at 

least two reasons.

First, the basic institutions of market-capitalism themselves re
quire extensive government intervention and regulation. Competi
tive markets, ownership of economic entities, enforcing contracts, 
preventing monopolies, protecting property rights—these and 
many other aspects of market capitalism depend wholly on laws, 
policies, orders, and other actions carried out by governments. A 
market economy is not, and cannot be, completely self-regulating.

Second, without government intervention and regulation a mar

ket economy inevitably inflicts serious harm on some persons; and 
those who are harmed or expect to be harmed will demand govern
ment intervention. Economic actors motivated by self-interest have 
little incentive for taking the good of others into account; on the 
contrary, they have powerful incentives for ignoring the good of 
others if by doing so they themselves stand to gain. Conscience is
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easily quieted by that seductive justification for inflicting harm on 
others: “ If I don’t do it, others will. If I don’t allow my factory to 
discharge its wastes into the river and its smoke into the air, others 
will. If I don’t sell my products even if they may be unsafe, others 
will. If I don’t . .  . others will.” In a more or less competitive econ
omy, it is virtually certain that, in fact, others will.

When harm results from decisions determined by unregulated 
competition and markets, questions are bound to arise. Can the 
harm be eliminated or reduced? If so, can this be achieved without 
excessive cost to the benefits? When the harm accrues to some 
persons and the benefits to others, as is usually the case, how are we 
to judge what is desirable? What is the best solution? Or if not the 
best, at least an acceptable solution? How should these decisions be 
made, and by whom? How and by what means are the decisions to 
be enforced?

It is obvious that these are not just economic questions. They are 
also moral and political questions. In a democratic country citizens 
searching for answers will inevitably gravitate toward politics and 
government. The most easily accessible candidate for intervening in 
a market economy in order to alter an otherwise harmful outcome, 
and the most effective, is . . .  the government of the state.

Whether discontented citizens succeed in getting the government 
to intervene depends, of course, on many things, including the 
relative political strengths of the antagonists. However, the histor
ical record is clear: in all democratic countries,* the harm produced 
by, or expected from, unregulated markets has induced govern
ments to intervene in order to alter an outcome that would other
wise cause damage to some citizens.

In a country famous for its commitment to market-capitalism,

*And in many nondemocratic countries as well. But our concern here is with the 
relation between democracy and market-capitalism.
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the United States, national, state, and local governments intervene 
in the economy in ways too numerous to list. Here are just a few 
examples:

• unemployment insurance;

• old age annuities;

• fiscal policy to avoid inflation and economic recession;
• safety: food, drugs, airlines, railroads, highways, streets;

• public health, control of infectious diseases, compulsory 
vaccination of school children;

• health insurance;
• education;

• the sale of stocks, bonds, and other securities;
• zoning: business, residential, and so on;

• setting building standards;

• insuring market-competition, preventing monopolies, and 
other restraints on trade;

• imposing and reducing tariffs and quotas on imports;
• licensing physicians, dentists, lawyers, accountants, and other 

professional persons;

• establishing and maintaining state and national parks, 
recreation areas, and wilderness areas;

• regulating business firms to prevent or repair environmental 
damage; and belatedly,

• regulating the sale of tobacco products in order to reduce the. 
frequency of addiction, cancer, and other malign effects.

And so on. And on, and on.
To sum up: In no democratic country does a market-capitalist 

economy exist (nor in all likelihood can it exist for long) without 
extensive government regulation and intervention to alter its harm

ful effects.
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Yet if the existence in a country of democratic political institu

tions significantly affects the operation of market-capitalism, the 

existence of market-capitalism in a country greatly affects the oper

ation of democratic political institutions. The causal arrow, so to 

speak, goes both ways: from politics to economics and from eco

nomics to politics.
4. Because market capitalism inevitably creates inequalities, it 

limits the democratic potential ofpolyarchal democracy by generating 

inequalities in the distribution o f political resources.

Words About Words

Political resources include everything to which a person or a group 

has access that they can use to influence, directly or indirectly, 

the conduct of other persons. Varying with time and place, an 

enormous number of aspects of human society can be converted 

into political resources: physical force, weapons, money, wealth, 

goods and services, productive resources, income, status, honor, 

respect, affection, charisma, prestige, information, knowledge, 

education, communication, communications media, organiza

tions, position, legal standing, control over doctrine and beliefs, 

votes, and many others. At one theoretical limit, a political re

source might be distributed equally, as with votes in democratic 

countries. At the other theoretical limit, it might be concentrated 

in the hands of one person or group. And the possible distribu
tions between equality and total concentration are infinite.

Most of the resources I just listed are everywhere distributed 
in highly unequal fashion. Although market-capitalism is not the 

only cause, it is important in causing an unequal distribution of 

many key resources: wealth, income, status, prestige, informa
tion, organization, education, knowledge___
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Because of inequalities in political resources, some citizens gain 
significantly more influence than others over the government’s pol
icies, decisions, and actions. These violations, alas, are not trivial. 
Consequently, citizens are not political equals—far from it—and 
thus the moral foundation of democracy, political equality among 
citizens, is seriously violated.

5. Market-capitalism greatly favors the development of democracy 
up to the level of polyarchal democracy. But because of its adverse 
consequences for political equality, it is unfavorable to the development 
of democracy beyond the level of polyarchy.

For the reasons advanced earlier, market-capitalism is a powerful 
solvent of authoritarian regimes. When it transforms a society from 
landlords and peasants to employers, employees, and workers; from 
uneducated rural masses barely capable of surviving, and often not 
even that, to a country of literate, moderately secure, urbanized 
inhabitants; from the monopolization of almost all resources by a 
small elite, oligarchy, or ruling class to a much wider dispersion of 
resources; from a system in which the many can do little to prevent 
the domination of government by a few to a system in which the 
many can effectively combine their resources (not least their votes) 
and thereby influence the government to act in their favor—when it 
helps to bring about these changes, as it often has and will continue 
to do in many countries with developing economies, it serves as a 
vehicle for a revolutionary transformation of society and politics.

When authoritarian governments in less modernized countries 
undertake to develop a dynamic market economy, then, they are 
likely to sew the seeds of their own ultimate destruction.

But once society and politics are transformed by market- 
capitalism and democratic institutions are in place, the outlook 
fundamentally changes. Now the inequalities in resources that 
market-capitalism churns out produce serious political inequalities 
among citizens.
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Whether and how the marriage of polyarchal democracy to 
market-capitalism can be made more favorable to the further de
mocratization of polyarchy is a profoundly difficult question for 
which there are no easy answers, and certainly no brief ones. The 
relation between a country's democratic political system and its 
nondemocratic economic system has presented a formidable and 
persistent challenge to democratic goals and practices throughout 
the twentieth century. That challenge will surely continue in the 
twenty-first century.
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C H A P T E R  15

The Unfinished Journey

What lies ahead? As we saw, the twentieth century, which at times 

appeared to many contemporaries likely to turn into a dark and 

tragic period for democracy, proved instead to be its era of un

paralleled triumph. Although we might find comfort in believing 

that the twenty-first century will be as kind to democracy as the 

twentieth, the historical record tells us that democracy has been rare 
to human experience. Is it destined once again to be replaced by 
nondemocratic systems, perhaps appearing in some twenty-first 

century version of Guardianship by political and bureaucratic elites? 
Or might it instead continue its global expansion? Or, in yet another 
transformation, might what is called “democracy” become both 
broader in reach and shallower in depth—extending to more and 
more countries as its democratic qualities grow ever more feeble?

The future is, I think, too uncertain to provide firm answers. 
Having completed our exploration of the questions set out in Chap
ter 3, we have now run off our charts. The known world mapped 

from experience must give way to a future where the maps are, at 
best, unreliable—sketches made by cartographers without reliable 
reports on a distant land. Nonetheless, we can predict with con
siderable confidence, I believe, that certain problems democratic 
countries now face will remain, and may even grow more daunting.

In this final chapter I shall provide a brief sketch of several chal

lenges. I’ll focus mainly on the older democracies partly to make my
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task more manageable but also because I believe that sooner or 
later—probably sooner than later—countries recently democratized 
or still in transition will confront problems like those that lie ahead 
for the older democracies.

Given what has gone before, none of the problems I’ll mention 
should come as a great surprise. I have little doubt that there will be 
others. Regrettably, I cannot hope to offer solutions here, for that 
task that would take another book—or, rather, many books. We can 
be reasonably certain, however, of one thing: the nature and quality 
of democracy will greatly depend on how well democratic citizens 
and leaders meet the challenges I am about to describe.

C H A L L E N G E  l :  T H E  E C O N O M I C  O R D E R

Market-capitalism is unlikely to be displaced in democratic 
countries. Consequently, the antagonistic cohabitation described in 
Chapters 13 and 14 is sure to persist in one form or another.

No demonstrably superior alternative to a predominantly mar
ket economy is anywhere in sight. In a seismic change in perspec
tives, by the end of the twentieth century few citizens in democratic 
countries had much confidence in the possibility of discovering and 
introducing a non-market system that would be more favorable to 
democracy and political equality and yet efficient enough in pro
ducing goods and services to be equally acceptable. During the two 
preceding centuries, socialists, planners, technocrats, and many 
others had nurtured visions in which markets would be widely and 
permanently replaced by, so they thought, more orderly, better 
planned, and more just processes for making economic decisions 
about the production, pricing, and distribution of goods and ser
vices. These visions have nearly faded into oblivion. Whatever the 
defects of a predominantly market economy may be, it appears to be 
the only option for democratic countries in the new century.

Whether a predominantly market economy requires that eco
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nomic enterprises be owned and controlled in their prevailing cap
italist forms is, by contrast, much less certain. The internal “govern

ments” of capitalist firms are typically undemocratic; sometimes, 
indeed, they are virtually managerial despotisms. Moreover, the 

ownership of firms and the profits and other gains resulting from 

ownership are distributed in highly unequal fashion. Unequal own

ership and control o f major economic enterprises in turn contrib

ute massively to the inequality in political resources mentioned in 

Chapter 14 and thus to extensive violations of political equality 

among democratic citizens.

In spite of these drawbacks, by the end of the twentieth century 

the historic alternatives to capitalist ownership and control had lost 
most of their support. Labor, socialist, and social-democratic par
ties had long abandoned nationalization of industry as a goal. Gov

ernments led by such parties, or at least including them as eager 
partners, were rapidly privatizing existing state-owned enterprises. 
The only major experience with a socialist market-economy, in 

which “ socially owned” enterprises operating in a market context 

were internally governed by representatives of the workers (at least 
in principle), died when Yugoslavia and its hegemonic communist 

government disintegrated. To be sure, in the older democratic 

countries some employee-owned firms not only exist but actually 
flourish. Yet trade union movements, labor parties, and workers in 
general do not seriously advocate an economic order consisting 
predominantly of firms owned and controlled by their employees 

and workers.
So: the tension between democratic goals and a market-capitalist 

economy will almost certainly continue indefinitely. Are there bet
ter ways of preserving the advantages of market-capitalism while 
reducing its costs to political equality? The answers provided by 
citizens and leaders in democratic countries will largely determine 
the nature and quality of democracy in the new century.
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C H A L L E N G E  21 I N T E R N A T I O N A L I Z A T I O N

We’ve already seen why internationalization is likely to expand 
the domain of decisions made by political and bureaucratic elites at 
the expense of democratic controls. As I suggested in Chapter 9, 
from a democratic perspective the challenge posed by international
ization is to make sure that the costs to democracy are fully taken 
into account when decisions are shifted to international levels, and 
to strengthen the means for holding political and bureaucratic elites 
accountable for their decisions. Whether and how these may be 
accomplished is, alas, far from clear.

C H A L L E N G E  3: C U L T U R A L  D I V E R S I T Y

As we saw in Chapter 12, a moderate level of cultural homogene
ity was favorable to the development and stability of democracy in 
many of the older democratic countries. During the last decades of 
the twentieth century, however, two developments in these coun
tries contributed to an increase in cultural diversity. Both seemed 
likely to continue into the twenty-first century.

First, some citizens who had habitually incurred discrimination 
joined others like themselves in movements of cultural identity that 
sought to protect their rights and interests. These movements in
cluded people of color, women, gays and lesbians, linguistic minori
ties, ethnic groups living in their historic regions, such as the Scots and 
Welsh in Great Britain and French-speakers in Quebec, and others.

Second, cultural diversity in the older democratic countries was 
magnified by an increased number of immigrants, who were usually 
marked by ethnic, linguistic, religious, and cultural differences that 
made them distinguishable from the dominant population. For 
many reasons, immigration, both legal and illegal, is likely to con
tribute indefinitely to a significant increase in cultural diversity 
within the older democracies. For example, economic differences

The Unfinished Journey {183 }



between the rich democratic countries and poorer countries en

courage people in the poorer countries in the hope that they can 

escape their poverty by moving to the richer countries. Others sim
ply want to improve the quality of their lives by emigrating to a rich 
country with greater opportunities. The number seeking to move to 
the older democracies was further increased during the last years of 
the twentieth century by a flood of terror-stricken refugees desper

ately trying to escape from the violence, repression, genocidal ter

ror, “ethnic cleansing,” starvation, and other horrors they faced in 
their home countries.

Pressures from inside added to these pressures from outside. 
Employers hoped to hire immigrants at wage levels and under 

working conditions that no longer attracted their fellow citizens. 

Recent immigrants wanted their relatives abroad to reunite with 

them. Citizens moved by considerations of humanity and simple 
justice were unwilling to force refugees to remain forever in refugee 
camps or face the misery, terror, and possibly outright murder 

confronting them at home.

Faced with pressures from outside and within, democratic coun
tries discovered that their boundaries were more porous than they 
had assumed. Illegal entry by land or sea was impossible to prevent, 
it appeared, without heavy expenditures for policing borders in 
ways that, aside from the expense, many citizens found distasteful 

or intolerably inhumane.
It seems unlikely to me that cultural diversity and the challenge it 

poses will decrease during the new century. If anything, diversity 

seems likely to increase.
If, in the past, democratic countries have not always dealt with 

cultural diversity in ways consistent with democratic practices and 
values, can they, and will they, do better in the future? The various 
arrangements described in Chapter 12 and in Appendix B offer 
possible solutions that extend from assimilation at one extreme to
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independence at the other. There may be others. In any case, here 
again the nature and quality of democracy will greatly depend on 
the arrangements that democratic countries develop for dealing 
with the cultural diversity of their people.

C H A L L E N G E  4: C I V I C  E D U C A T I O N

Although I have not said much in the previous pages about civic 
education, you may recall that one basic criterion for a democratic 
process is enlightened understanding: within reasonable limits as to 
time, each member (citizen) must have equal and effective oppor
tunities for learning about relevant alternative policies and their 
likely consequences.

In practice, how do citizens tend to acquire their civic education? 
The older democratic countries have created many routes to politi
cal understanding. To begin with, most citizens receive a level of 
formal education sufficient to insure literacy. Their political under
standing is augmented further by the widespread availability of 
relevant information that they can acquire at low cost through the 
media. Political competition among office seekers organized in po
litical parties adds to the supply, as parties and candidates eagerly 
offer voters information (sometimes laced with misinformation) 
about their records and intentions. Thanks to political parties and 
interest organizations, the amount of information that citizens need 
in order to be adequately informed, actively engaged in politics, and 
politically effective is actually reduced to more easily attainable lev
els. A political party usually has a history known in a general way to 
voters, a present direction that is ordinarily an extension of its past, 
and a rather predictable future. Consequently, voters have less need 
to understand every important public issue. Instead, they can sim
ply vote for candidates from the party of their choice with some 
confidence that, if elected, their representatives will generally pur
sue policies that accord broadly with their interests.
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Many citizens also belong to associations organized to protect 

and promote their specific concerns—interest groups, lobbying or
ganizations, pressure groups. The resources, political skills, and ex

pert knowledge available to organized interest groups provide cit
izens with a special kind of representation in political life that is 
often highly effective.

Because of party competition, the influence of interest organiza
tions, and competitive elections, political leaders generally assume 

that they will be held accountable for carrying out, or at least trying 
to carry out, their party programs and campaign promises. What is 

more, despite widely held beliefs to the contrary, in the older demo
cratic countries they usually have in fact done so.1

Last, important governmental decisions are typically made incre

mentally, not by great leaps into the unknown. Because they are 
made a step at a time, incremental changes tend to avoid crippling 
disasters. Citizens, experts, and leaders learn from mistakes, see 

what corrections are needed, modify the policy, and so on. If neces
sary the process is repeated again and again. Although each step 

might look disappointingly small, over time gradual steps can pro
duce profound, one might say revolutionary, changes. Yet these 
gradual changes occur peacefully and gain such broad public sup
port that they tend to endure.

Although to some observers such muddling through in incre
mental fashion seems hopelessly irrational, on inspection it appears 
to be a fairly rational way of making important changes in a world 
of high uncertainty.2 The most disastrous decisions in the twentieth 
century turned out to be those made by authoritarian leaders freed 
from democratic restraints. While democracies muddled through, 
despotic leaders trapped within their own narrow visions of the 

world blindly pursued policies of self-destruction.
With all its imperfections, then, this standard solution for achiev

ing an adequate level of civic competence has much to be said for it.3
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Yet I fear that it will not continue to be satisfactory in the future. 
Three interrelated developments seem to me likely to render the 
standard solution seriously deficient.

Changes in scale. Because of increased internationalization, ac
tions that significantly affect the lives of citizens are made over 
larger and larger areas that include more and more people within 
their boundaries.

Complexity. Although the average level of formal education has 
risen in all democratic countries, and probably will continue to rise, 
the difficulty of understanding public affairs has also increased and 
may have outstripped the gains from higher levels of education. 
Over the course of the previous half-century or so the number of 
different matters relevant to politics, government, and the state have 
increased in every democratic country. Indeed, no person can be 
expert in them a ll-in  more than a few, in fact. Finally, judgments 
about policies are not only fraught with uncertainty but usually 
required difficult judgments about trade-offs.

Communications. During the twentieth century the social and 
technical framework of human communication in advanced coun
tries underwent extraordinary changes: telephone, radio, television, 
fax, interactive TV, the Internet, opinion surveys almost instanta
neous with events, focus groups, and so on. Because of the relatively 
low costs of communication and information, the sheer amount of 
information available on political matters, at all levels of complexity, 
has increased enormously.4 Yet this increased availability of infor
mation may not lead to greater competence or heightened under
standing: scale, complexity, and the greater quantity of information 
imposes ever stronger demands on citizens’ capacities.

As a result, one of the imperative needs of democratic countries 
is to improve citizens’ capacities to engage intelligently in political 
life. I don’t mean to suggest that the institutions for civic education 
developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries should be
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abandoned. But I do believe that in the years to come these older 

institutions will need to be enhanced by new means for civic educa
tion, political participation, information, and deliberation that 

draw creatively on the array of techniques and technologies avail
able in the twenty-first century. We have barely begun to think 

seriously about these possibilities, much less to test them out in 
small-scale experiments.

Will democratic countries, whether old, new, or in transition, 
rise to these challenges and to others they will surely confront? If 

they fail to do so, the gap between democratic ideals and democratic 

realities, already large, will grow even greater and an era of demo
cratic triumph will be followed by an era of democratic deteriora
tion and decline.

Throughout the twentieth century, democratic countries never 
lacked for critics who confidently announced that democracy was in 
crisis, in grave peril, even doomed. Well, probably it was, at times, in 

grave peril. But it was not, after all, doomed. Pessimists, it turned 
out, were all too ready to give up on democracy. Confounding their 
dire predictions, experience revealed that once democratic institu

tions were firmly established in a country, they would prove to be 

remarkably sturdy and resilient. Democracies revealed an unex
pected capacity for coping with the problems they confronted— 
inelegantly and imperfectly, true, but satisfactorily.

If the older democracies confront and overcome their challenges 
in the twenty-first century, they just might transform themselves, at 
long last, into truly advanced democracies. The success of the ad
vanced democracies would then provide a beacon for all, through

out the world, who believe in democracy.
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APPENDIX A

On Electoral Systems

If you would like to learn more about electoral systems, a good 
place to start is The International IDEA Handbook of Electoral System 
Design, edited by Andrew Reynolds and Ben Reilly (Stockholm: In
ternational Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 1997).

It divides “ the world of electoral systems” into three main fami
lies: Plurality-Majority systems, Proportional Representation (PR) 
systems, and Semi-PR systems. First-Past-the-Post (FPTP, which 
I compared with PR in Chapter 11) is just one of four types of 
Plurality-Majority systems. Others include the Alternative Vote 
(AV) system (also known as Preferential Voting) and the Two 
Round system used in France.

Although the Alternative Vote system is used only in Australia 
(and in modified form in the Pacific island state of Nauru), some 
political scientists strongly support it. Under this system, candidates 
may be chosen from single-member districts as in FPTP. But unlike 
as in FPTP, voters rank the candidates—one for their first choice, 
two for second, three for third, and so on. If no candidate wins a 
majority of votes, the candidate with the lowest total is eliminated 
and the second preferences of the candidate are then counted. This 
continues until a candidate wins 50 percent of the votes. The French 
Two Round system is intended to achieve a similar result. Both 
avoid the potential defect in FPTP: if more than two candidates 
contest a seat, the seat might be won by a candidate whom a major
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ity of voters would reject if they were given the choice. In effect, AV 
gives them that opportunity.

PR systems fall into three groups. Far and away the most com
mon is the List system, under which voters choose candidates from 
lists provided by political parties; the number of candidates elected 
is strictly related to the proportion of votes cast for the candidate’s 
party. Under the Mixed Member Proportional system used in Ger
many, Italy, and more recently New Zealand, some candidates, for 
example half, are chosen from a national PR list and the others from 
single-member districts. Thus, its advocates contend, the List sys
tem provides some of the proportionality of PR but, like FPTP, is 
more likely than a pure PR system to produce a parliamentary 
majority.

One PR system often advocated by political scientists but rarely 
used (the exception is Ireland, where it has been employed since 
1921) is the Single Transferable Vote system (STV). As with the 
Alternative Vote described above, voters rank the candidates. But 
unlike AV, STV is employed in multimember districts. Following a 
method of counting votes too complex to describe here, STV in
sures that the seats in the multimember districts will be won by the 
most highly ranked candidates and produces an approximately pro
portional distribution of seats among the political parties. Although 
voters in Ireland seem satisfied with STV, its complexity has proba
bly discouraged its use elsewhere.

The handbook describes nine systems and their consequences. In 
addition, it also provides sage “Advice for Electoral System De
signers.” Some of the precepts it offers (followed by short explana
tions) are:

• Keep it simple.
• Don’t be afraid to innovate.
• Err on the side of inclusion.
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• Build legitimacy and acceptance among all key actors.
• Try to maximize voter influence.
• But balance that against encouraging coherent political 

parties.

That a rather large number of alternative electoral systems exist 
suggests three observations. First, if a democratic country happens 
to have an electoral system that ill suits its needs, the country should 
replace it. Second, the electoral system of a country can probably be 
tailored to its particular features—historical, traditional, cultural, 
and so on. Third, before a country adopts a new electoral system (or 
decides to retain the existing one), the alternatives should be care
fully explored with the aid of competent experts on electoral systems.
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APPENDIX B

‘Political Accommodation in Culturally 

or Ethnically Divided Countries

Arrangements in democratic countries designed to secure a satis
factory degree of political accommodation among different subcul
tures fall roughly into two types, “consociational democracy” and 
electoral arrangements:

Consociational democracies result in the formation of grand co
alitions of political leaders after elections under PR electoral systems 
that insure each subculture a share of seats in the legislature roughly 
proportional to the relative size of its vote. The leading authority on 
this subject is Arend Lijphart, who provides an overview in Democ
racy in Plural Societies: A Comparative Exploration (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 1977, chap. 3,53-103).

Systems of consociational democracy have existed in Switzer
land, in Belgium, in the Netherlands from about 1917 to the 1970s, 
and in Austria from 1945 to 1966. The subcultural patterns and the 
political arrangements for gaining consensus are (were) different in 
each country. The Swiss differ among themselves in their native 
tongue (German, French, Italian, and Romanch), religion (Protes
tant, Catholic), and canton. The differences in language and reli
gion to some extent cut across one another: some German-speakers 
are Protestant and some are Catholic, while some French-speakers 
are Catholic and some are Protestant. These crosscutting differences 
have mitigated conflicts over language and religion, which have 
been almost nonexistent in modern Switzerland. The smaller can-



tons, however, are typically fairly homogeneous with respect to 
both language and religion. This has come about both by history 
and by design. Although the Swiss consensual political arrange
ments are mainly prescribed by the constitution of the Swiss Con
federacy, they are also strongly supported, it appears, by Swiss atti
tudes and political culture.

The Belgians differ in language (French, Flemish), religion (Prot
estant, nonreligious, Catholic), and region. Two provinces are rather 
homogeneous. One, neighboring France, is predominantly French- 
speaking and Protestant or nonreligious; the other, neighboring 
Holland, is Flemish and Catholic; at the center, Brussels is mixed. 
The consensual political system consists of multiparty cabinets and 
coalition governments that typically include representatives from 
the French-speaking Protestant segment and the Flemish-speaking 
Catholic segment.

The Dutch were for many generations sharply divided into four 
distinct “pillars” : Catholic, Protestant, Socialist, and Liberal. These 
differences penetrated practically all relationships and activities, 
from politics to marriage, neighborhood, clubs, trade unions, news
papers, and others. A conflict that erupted over religious education 
in state-supported schools in which representatives of the two re
ligious pillars were pitted against the advocates for the two lay 
groups proved to be so threatening to the stability of Dutch democ
racy that after 1917 a “consociational” system developed in which all 
four groups were represented in the cabinet and decisions required 
the consent of all four. (See Arend Lijphart, The Politics of Accom
modation: Pluralism and Democracy in the Netherlands [Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1968].) Incidentally, the Dutch solu
tion to the conflict over the schools was to provide state support for 
the separate schools of each of the four “pillars.” When the inten
sity of religious differences declined in the 1970s, the need for all- 
inclusive four-party government coalitions lessened. However, the
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multiparty system and PR virtually insured that governments in the 
Netherlands would continue to be coalitions of several parties.

Successful consociational democracies are rare, doubtless be
cause the conditions that help to make them workable are rare (in 
Democracy in Plural Societies, Lijphart describes nine such favorable 
conditions). The desirability of the consociational solution for di
vided societies has been contested on several grounds: (1) in many 
culturally divided countries, the favorable (perhaps even necessary) 
conditions for its success are too frail, or entirely absent; (2) con
sociational arrangements greatly reduce the important role of op
position in democratic government (for this criticism, see Courtney 
Jung and Ian Shapiro, “South Africa’s Negotiated Transition: De
mocracy, Opposition, and the New Constitutional Order,” in Sha
piro, Democracy's Place [Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996], 175- 
219); and (3) some critics worry that mutual vetoes and the need for 
consensus might lead to excessive deadlock. For example, in the 
Netherlands several months were sometimes required to create a 
multiparty cabinet acceptable to all the “pillars.” Once the coalition 
cabinet was approved, however, deadlock did not seem to be much 
of a problem.

Some political scientists argue that a possible alternative would 
be to construct electoral arrangements that provide strong incen
tives for political leaders to build enduring electoral coalitions before 
and during parliamentary or presidential elections (see, for exam
ple, Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict [Berkeley: Uni
versity of California Press, 1985], and A Democratic South Africa? 
Constitutional Engineering in a Divided Society [Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1991]). How this may best be achieved is, how
ever, far from evident. Clearly FPTP is the least desirable system 
because it may allow one group to gain such an overwhelming ma
jority of seats as to make negotiation, compromise, and coalition- 
formation unnecessary. Some observers find merit in the Alterna-
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tive Vote system described in Appendix A. Distribution requirements 
might compel candidates for the presidential office to gain a mini
mum percentage of votes from more than one main subculture or 
ethnic group. (However, in Kenya, despite the requirement that “ to 
be elected president a candidate had to receive at least 25% of the 
vote in at least five out of eight provinces . . . , in 1992 a divided 
opposition allowed Daniel Arap Moi to become President with only 
35% of the vote” [ The International IDEA Handbook of Electoral 
System Design, edited by Andrew Reynolds and Ben Reilly (Stock
holm: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assis
tance, 1997), 1090].) Or major offices might be distributed among 
the main ethnic groups according to a fixed formula to which they 
have all agreed. However, none of these guarantee a permanent end 
to divisive cultural conflicts. Ingenious arrangements that brought 
stability for a time in Lebanon, Nigeria, and Sri Lanka all broke 
down under the strain of ethnic conflict into civil war or authoritar
ian rule.

One conclusion seems inescapable: there are no general solutions 
to the problems of culturally divided countries. Every solution will 
need to be custom tailored to the features of each country.
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APPENDIX C

On Counting Democratic Countries

How many democratic countries are there? Where would a spe

cific nation, such as your own, fit on a scale running, say, from 

“democracy” to “autocracy” ?

Although few readers of this book, I imagine, will feel that they 

have much need for a precise, well-based, and up-to-date count of 
the number of democratic countries in the world, some might well 
wish to find an answer to the second question. Yet to find that 
answer may require an answer to the first.

And that is not easy. For it is one thing to say that a democratic 
country must possess all the institutions of polyarchy described in 
Chapter 8, but it is quite another to judge whether they do exist in a 

particular country. To conclude that a country is democratic, in the 

sense of possessing the political institutions of polyarchal democ

racy, requires at least two judgments: that the institutions actually 
exist in the country and that they exist at or above some lower limit 
or threshold below which we would want to say that the country is 

not democratic. A huge supply of information about the countries 
of the world provided by independent observers helps greatly in 
arriving at the first judgment. The second is trickier, and somewhat 

arbitrary. One solution is to assume that the threshold is roughly set 
by the level existing in the European and English-speaking coun
tries—the older democracies. Implicitly or explicitly, this, I believe, 
is the standard solution. We judge a country to be “democratic”

{ 1 9 6 }



only if the major democratic political institutions exist there at a 
comparable level.

In recent years many scholars and research organizations have 
tried to reach reasonably well grounded judgments as to the coun
tries that do or not satisfactorily meet democratic criteria. In doing 
so, they have often used similar but not identical criteria. For
tunately, the results tend to agree, even though drawing the ex
act boundary between “democracy” and “nondemocracy” is a bit 
arbitrary.

To illustrate, I’ll mention three such efforts. A table in my work 
Democracy and Its Critics (New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1989) shows the growth in the number of polyarchal democ
racies from 1850 to 1979, and Ive drawn on that table for figure 1 
(p. 8). Another table from that work (table 17.3, p. 241) classifies 
168 countries, circa 1981-1985, into seven categories ranging from 
full polyarchies, where four of the major democratic political in
stitutions exist, to extreme authoritarian regimes in which none 
exist. Both tables were based on work by Michael Coppedge and 
Wolfgang Reinicke, who used the best information available to 
judge the relative level in each country for each of four basic demo
cratic institutions: free and fair elections, freedom of expression, 
alternative and independent sources of information, and associa- 
tional autonomy. They explain their method in “Measuring Poly
archy,” in Studies in Comparative International Development 25, 1 
(Spring 1990): 51-72; it involves an enormous amount of careful 
research and has not been repeated. (Coppedge, however, briefly 
describes the scale and fruitfully employs the earlier rankings in 
“Modernization and Thresholds of Democracy: Evidence for a 
Common Path,” in Inequality Democracy, and Economic Develop- 
ment, edited by Manus I. Midlarsky [Cambridge: Cambridge Uni
versity Press, 1997], 177-201.)

A different useful source that is readily available and current is
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the annual publication by the nonpartisan organization Freedom 

House, Freedom in the World: The Annual Survey of Political Rights 
and Civil Liberties, 1996-1997. If you have access to the Internet you 

will find their list of countries at: http://www.freedomhouse.org/ 

political/frtablei.htm. The Freedom House ratings rank countries 

on two scales, each of which runs from most free (1) to least free (7), 

one for Political Rights and the other for Civil Liberties. When I 

counted all the countries that ranked 1, or most free, on Political 

Rights, and 1,2 , or 3 on Civil Liberties, I found that 56 countries met 

both criteria and all, I think, fit well with other judgments about 

democratic institutions in these countries. However, neither India, 

Brazil, nor Russia reached these levels: Freedom House ranks India 

2 on Political Rights and 4 on Civil Liberties, Russia 3 on Political 

Rights and 4 on Civil Liberties. If we were to include them, the total 

would amount to 58 countries.

Another source is an analysis in 1994 of 157 countries at the 

University of Colorado, which maintains Polity III, available at 
the following site on the Internet: http://isere.colorado.edu/pub/ 

datasets/polity3.
The 157 countries are scored on a 10-point democracy scale (o = 

low, 10 = high) and a 10-point autocracy scale (o = low, 10 = high). 
Of these, 65 countries are assigned an Autocracy score of 0 and a 

democracy score o f 8,9, or 10. It is this total that is shown for 1995 in 
figure 1. Yet although we might reasonably choose to call all these 
countries “democratic,” we could still judge them to be “demo
cratic” in varying degrees, so to speak. Thus we could classify the 
thirty-five countries that score 10 on the democracy scale as the 
“ most democratic,” the seven scoring 9 as “ fairly democratic,” and 

the twenty-three scoring 8 as “ marginally democratic.”
Polity III, however, omits most of the microstates, tiny countries 

like San Marino (population 24,000) or small islands in the Carib
bean and the Pacific, like Barbados (population 256,000) and Mi-
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cronesia (population 123,000). Yet on the Freedom House scale San 

Marino, Barbados, and Micronesia are all ranked at the top in both 

Political Rights and Civil Liberties and thus deserve to be regarded 

as among the “most democratic” countries.

In sum: although a complete, reliable, and current count of all 

the democratic countries in the world appears to be unavailable, the 

two sources allow fairly good estimates. Perhaps of more impor

tance for most readers of this book, the two sources will enable you 

to see how independent experts rank a particular country on mea

sures directly relevant to democracy.
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N O T E S

C HA P T E R  2 : WH E R E AND HOW DID D E M O C R AC Y  DE V E L OP ?

1 For an extensive description of democracy in Athens, see Mogens Herman 
Hansen, The Athenian Democracy in the Age of Demosthenes: Structure, Princi
ples, and Ideology, translated by J. A. Crook (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991).

2 James Madison, The Federalist: A Commentary on the Constitutions of the 
United States. . .  (New York: Modern Library [1937?]), No. 10,59.

3 Johannes Brondsted, The Vikings (New York: Penguin, i960), 241.
4 Benjamin R. Barber, The Death of Communal Liberty: A History of Freedom in 

a Swiss Mountain Canton (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), 115.
5 Gwyn Jones, A History of the Vikings, 2d ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1985), 150,152,282-284.
6 Franklin D. Scott, Sweden: The Nation's History (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1977)* 111-112.
7 Dolf Sternberger and Bernhard Vogel, eds., Die Wahl Der Parliamente, vol. 1: 

Europa (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1969), part 1, table Ai, 632; part 2, 895, and 
table A2, 913.

C H A P T E R  4: WHAT IS D E MO C R AC Y ?

1 Thucydides, Complete Writings: The Peloponnesian War, unabridged Crawley 
translation with introduction by John H. Finley, Jr. (New York: Random 
House, 1951), 105.

2 American readers accustomed to applying the term state to the states that 
make up the federal system of the United States may sometimes find this usage 
confusing. But the term is widely used in international law, political science, 
philosophy, and in other countries, including several countries with federal 
systems, where the constituent parts may be called provinces (Canada), can
tons (Switzerland), Lande (Germany), and so on.

C HA P T E R  5:  WHY D E M O C R AC Y ?

1 These figures are from Robert Conquest, The Great Terror, Stalins Purge of the 
Thirties (New York: Macmillan, 1968), 525fif., and a compilation in 1989 by emi
nent Russian historian Roy Medvedev (New York Times, February 4,1989,1).

2 An important exception was the United States, where de facto limits on the 
exercise of suffrage by black citizens were imposed in southern states until 
after the passage and enforcement of the Civil Rights Acts of 1964-1965.

3 To pursue the problem more deeply, see James S. Fishkin, Tyranny and Legit
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imacy: A Critique of Political Theories (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1979).

4 Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War (New York: Modern Library, 1951), 105.
5 The word anarchy is from the Greek word anarchos meaning rulerless, from 

an + archos, ruler. Anarchism refers to a political theory holding that a state is 
unnecessary and undesirable.

6 John Stuart Mill, Considerations on Representative Government [1861] (New 
York: Liberal Arts Press, 1958), 43,55.

7 This important finding is substantiated by Bruce Russett, Controlling the 
Sword: The Democratic Governance of National Security (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1990), chap. 5,119-145. In what follows I have drawn freely 
from Russett’s discussion. The observation also appears to hold true for ear
lier democracies and republics. See Spencer Weart, Never at War: Why De
mocracies Will Never Fight One Another (New Haven and London: Yale Uni
versity Press, 1998).

8 High levels of international trade seem to predispose countries toward peace
ful relations regardless of whether they are democratic or undemocratic. John 
Oneal and Bruce Russett, “ The Classical Liberals Were Right: Democracy, 
Interdependence, and Conflict, 1950-1985,” International Studies Quarterly 41, 
2 (June 1997): 267-294.

C H A P T E R  6: WHY P O L IT I C A L E Q U AL IT Y I?

1 For further on this matter, see Garry Wills, Inventing America: Jefferson's 
Declaration of Independence (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1978), 167-228.

2 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vol. 1 (New York: Schocken 
Books, 1961), lxxi.

C H A P T E R  7: WHY P O L IT I C A L E QU AL I TY II?

1 The philosophical status of ethical statements and how they differ from state
ments in empirical sciences like physics, chemistry, and so on has been a 
matter of vast debate. I could not hope to do justice to the issues here. 
However, for an excellent discussion of the importance of moral argument 
in public decisions, see Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, Democracy 
and Disagreement (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
1996).

2 For these remarks at the Constitutional Convention, see Max Farrand, ed., 
The Records of the Federal Convention of 1787,4  vols. (New Haven: Yale Univer
sity Press, 1966), 1:82, 284,578.

3 John Stuart Mill, Considerations on Representative Government [1861] (New 
York: Liberal Arts Press, 1958), 44.
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C HA P T E R  8: WHAT POL I T I CA L  I N ST I T UT I O N S  DOES L AR G E -  

S CAL E DEMOCRACY REQUIRE?

1 “The Hats assumed their name for being like the dashing fellows in the 
tricorne of the day.. . .  The Caps were nicknamed because of the charge that 
they were like timid old ladies in nightcaps.” Franklin D. Scott, Sweden: The 
Nations History (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1977), 243.

2 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, vol. 1 (New York: Schocken 
Books, 1961), 51.

3 Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 50.
4 John Stuart Mill, Considerations on Representative Government [1861] (New 

York: Liberal Arts Press, 1958), 55.

C HA P T E R  9: V ARI ET IE S  I

1 Lenin, The Proletarian Revolution and the Renegade Kautsky (November 1918), 
cited in Jens A. Christophersen, The Meaning of “Democracy” as Used in 
European Ideologies from the French to the Russian Revolution (Oslo: Univer- 
sitetsvorlaget, 1966), 260.

2 As I mentioned in Chapter 2, Greeks did not view as “democratic” the rudi
mentary representative governments formed by some cities for common de
fense, which in any case were irrelevant to later developments of representa
tive government.

3 Destutt de Tracy, A Commentary and Review of Montesquieus Spirit of Laws 
(Philadelphia: William Duane, 1811), 19, cited in Adrienne Koch, The Philoso
phy of Thomas Jefferson (Chicago, 1964), 152,157.

4 Cited in George H. Sabine, A History of Political Theory, 3d ed. (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1961), 695.

5 The quotation and estimates of the numbers of Athenian citizens are from Mo- 
gens Herman Hansen, The Athenian Democracy in the Age of Demosthenes: Struc
ture, Principles, and Ideology, translated by J. A. Crook (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 
53-54. Estimates for the other cities are from John V. Fine, The Ancient Greeks: A 
Critical History (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1983).

6 E. F. Schumacher, Small Is Beautiful: A Study of Economics as I f  People Mat
tered (London: Blond and Briggs, 1973).

7 Frank M. Bryan, “ Direct Democracy and Civic Competence,” Good Society 5,1 
(Fall 1995): 36- 44.

C H A P T E R  1 0 : V A R I E T I E S  II

1 See Arend Lijphart, Democracies: Patterns of Majoritarian and Consensus Gov
ernment in Twenty-One Countries (New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1984), table 3.1,38. 1 have added Costa Rica to his list.
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2 Through a series of enactments by the parliament sitting as a constitutional 
body Israel has been converting its constitutional arrangements into a written 
constitution.

3 Some social and economic rights have been added to the U.S. Constitution di
rectly, as with the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery, or via congres
sional and judicial interpretation of the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments.

4 Lijphart, Democracies, tables 10.1 and 10.2, 174, 178. Because of its regional 
decentralization, Belgium might reasonably be added to the list. As with other 
constitutional arrangements, the categories “ federal” and “unitary” include 
significant variations.

5 According to the Madison’s notes, in a lengthy speech on June 18,1787, Hamil
ton remarked, “As to the Executive, it seemed to be admitted that no good one 
could be established on republican principles.. . .  The English model was the 
only good one on this subject.. . .  Let one branch of the Legislature hold their 
places for life or at least during good behavior. Let the Executive also be for 
life.” See Max Farrand, ed., The Records of the Federal Convention 0/1787, vol. 1 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966), 289. Gerry’s comment on June 26 is 
at 425.

C H A P T E R  1 1 1  V A R I E T I E S  III

1 The variations are, as an excellent study puts it, “countless.” The same study 
suggests that “essentially they can be split into nine main systems which fall 
into three broad families.” Andrew Reynolds and Ben Reilly, eds., The Interna
tional IDEA Handbook of Electoral System Design, 2d ed. (Stockholm: Interna
tional Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 1997), 17. The “three 
broad families” are plurality-majority, semi-PR, and PR. For further details, 
see Appendix A.

2 Incidentally, whether a country is federal or unitary has no particular bearing 
on its choosing between a parliamentary and a presidential system. Of the fed
eral systems among the older democracies, four are parliamentary (Australia, 
Austria, Canada, and Germany) while only the United States is presidential, 
and Switzerland is a unique hybrid. We can thus discount federalism as a fac
tor that determines the choice between presidentialism and parliamentarism.

3 In referendums held in 1992 and 1993 New Zealanders rejected FPTP. In the 
binding 1993 referendum a majority adopted a system that combines propor
tionality with the election of some members of parliament from districts and 
others from party lists.

4 For details, see Dieter Nohlen, “Sistemas electorates y gobernabilidad,” in 
Dieter Nohlen, ed., Elecciones y sistemas de partidos en America Latina (San 
Jose, Costa Rica: Instituto Interamericano de Derechos Humanos, 1993), 39*-
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424. See also Dieter Nohlen, ed., Enciclopedia electoral latinoamericana y del 
Caribe (San Jos£, Costa Rica: Instituto Interamericano de Derechos Hu- 
manos, 1993). Without exception, all twelve of the newly independent island 
countries of the Caribbean that had been British colonies adopted the British 
(Westminster) constitutional model.

5 And newer ones as well. For some years Uruguay had a plural executive, 
which, however, it abandoned.

6 See Juan J. Linz and Arturo Valenzuela, eds., The Failure of Presidential De
mocracy (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994).

C HA P T E R  1 2 :  WHAT U N D E R L Y I NG  CO N DI TI O N S FAVOR 

D E M O C R AC Y ?

1 I derived this estimate by combining lists (eliminating overlaps) from two 
studies that used somewhat different criteria: Frank Bealey, “Stability and 
Crisis: Fears About Threats to Democracy,” European Journal o f Political Re
search 15 (1987): 687-715, and Alfred Stepan and Cindy Skach, “ Presidential- 
ism and Parliamentarism in Comparative Perspective,” in Juan J. Linz and 
Arturo Valenzuela, eds., The Failure of Presidential Government (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994), 119-136.

2 Mark Rosenberg, “Political Obstacles to Democracy in Central America,” in 
James M. Malloy and Mitchell Seligson, eds., Authoritarians and Democrats: 
Regime Transition in Latin America (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 1987), 193-250.

3 Though coercion was not, as is sometimes thought, nonexistent. Children in 
schools were uniformly compelled to speak English. Most rapidly lost compe
tence in their ancestral language. And outside the home and neighborhood 
English was almost exclusively employed—and woe to the person who could 
not comprehend or respond in English, however poorly.

4 Many volumes have been written on the causes of the American Civil War. My 
brief statement does not, of course, do justice to the complex events and 
causes leading to that conflict.

5 For an excellent comparative analysis, see Michael Walzer, On Toleration (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1997). In an epilogue he offers 
“ Reflections on American Multiculturalism” (93-112).

6 Scott J. Reid describes a two-round voting process that would allow most, 
though not all, persons in Quebec to remain in Canada or in an independent 
Quebec. He concedes that his “proposal and others like it may or may not be 
practical” (“The Borders of an Independent Quebec: A Thought Experi
ment,” Good Society 7 [Winter 1997]: 11-15).

7 The data that follow are mainly from the Economist, August 2,1997, 52, 90;
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United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 51; “ India’s Five Decades of Progress and 
Pain,” New York Times, August 14, 1997; and Shashi Tharoor, “ India’s Odd, 
Enduring Patchwork,” New York Times, August 8,1997.

8 After her electoral defeat in 1977 Indira Gandhi was voted in again as prime 
minister in 1980. In 1984 she ordered Indian troops to attack the holiest 
Muslim shrine in India, which was being occupied by members of the Sikh 
religious sect. Shortly after, she was assassinated by two of her Sikh body
guards. Hindus then went on a rampage and killed thousands of Sikhs. In 
1987, her son Rajiv Gandhi, who had become prime minister, suppressed an 
independence movement by a regional minority, the Tamils. In 1991 he was 
assassinated by a Tamil.

9 Economist, August 2,1997, 52.
10 This not true if members of a distinct cultural minority live together in a 

region on India’s borders. There are several such minorities, most promi
nently the Kashmiris, whose attempts to gain independence have been frus
trated by the Indian government’s employing military force against them.

11 The criteria for the three categories are described in Appendix C.

C H A P T E R  1 3 :  WHY M A R K E T - C A P I T A L I S M  FAVORS D E MOCRACY  

1 For impressive evidence on this point, see Bruce Russett, “A Neo-Kantian 
Perspective: Democracy, Interdependence, and International Organizations 
in Building Security Communities,” in Emanuel Adler and Michael Barnett, 
eds., Security Communities in Comparative and Historical Perspective (Cam
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); and Adam Przeworski and Fer
nando Limongi, “ Political Regimes and Economic Growth,” Journal of Eco
nomic Perspectives 7,3 (Summer 1993): 51-70.

C H A P T E R  1 4 :  WHY M A R K E T - C A P I T A L I S M  HARMS DEMOCRACY  

1 The classic account is Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation (New York: 
Farrar and Rinehart, 1944). Polanyi was an exile from Austria and Hungary 
who moved to England and later taught in the United States.

C H A P T E R  15 : THE U N F I NI S H E D  J OURNE Y  

1 This is essentially the finding of several careful studies. Compare the study of 
thirteen democratic countries by Hans-Dieter Klingemann, Richard I. Hof- 
ferbert, and Ian Budge et al., Parties, Policies and Democracy (Boulder: West- 
view, 1994). A study of thirty-eight governments in twelve democratic coun
tries also found considerable congruence between the views of citizens and 
those of policy makers, though the congruence was higher in countries with
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PR electoral systems than in countries with FPTP systems; John D. Huber and 
G. Bingham Powell, Jr., “Congruence Between Citizens and Policy Makers in 
Two Visions of Liberal Democracy,” World Politics 46,3 (April 1994): 29ff.

2 Charles E. Lindblom showed the rationality of “ muddling through” by incre
mental methods in a seminal article, “ The Science of Muddling Through,” 
Public Administration R eview s  (1959): 78-88. See also Lindblom, “ Still Mud
dling, Not Yet Through,” in his Democracy and Market System (Oslo: Nor
wegian University Press, 1988), 237-262. Lindblom also used the term dis
jointed incrementalism, on which he wrote extensively. See his The Intelligence 
of Democracy: Decision Making Through Mutual Adjustment (New York: Free 
Press, 1965).

3 For example, Benjamin I. Page reaches a favorable verdict about American 
voters in Choices and Echoes in Presidential Elections: Rational Man and Elec
toral Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978). Michael X. Delli 
Carpini and Scott Keeler conclude, however, that “one of the central—and 
most disturbing—findings of our research is the sizable gaps in knowledge 
found between socioeconomically disadvantaged groups and their more ad
vantaged counterparts” ( What Americans Know About Politics and Why It 
Matters [New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1989], 287).

A more severe criticism, with recommendations for the introduction of 
new institutions to help overcome deficiencies in understanding, is James 
Fishkin, The Voice of the People, Public Opinion and Democracy (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 1995).

4 In 1930 a three-minute telephone call from New York to London had cost 
three hundred dollars (in 1996 dollars); in 1996 it cost about one dollar 
(Economist, October 18,1997,79).
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F O R  F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G

The number of books and articles that deal directly or indirectly with the subject 
of democracy is enormous. They date from the fourth century b .c .e . with works 
by Aristotle and Plato to no fewer than hundreds of works, I’d guess, published in 
the past year. So the following brief list is obviously incomplete, and the selections 
may be fairly arbitrary. But should you wish to pursue a topic further than my 
brief treatment allows or would like to explore democracy from other perspective 
than mine, these works should help. I’ve already cited some of them in the Notes.

THE ORIGINS AND DE V EL OP ME NT  OF DEMOCRACY  

Adcock, F. E. Roman Political Ideas and Practice. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1959.

Agard, Walter R. What Democracy Meant to the Greeks. Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1965.
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A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S

As I recall, it was to my wife, Ann Sale Dahl, that I first mentioned that I might 
like to write yet another book bearing on democratic theory and practice. The 
book I had in mind this time, I said, would be less academic than most I’d written. 
I wouldn’t write the book primarily for other scholars and academics, or even 
specifically for Americans. I would like it to be helpful to any person, anywhere, 
who might be seriously interested in learning more about a vast subject that can 
easily become so complicated that the only people willing to pursue it in depth are 
political theorists, philosophers, and other scholars. To find just the right style, I 
confessed, would be a daunting challenge. Ann’s enthusiastic response encour
aged me to proceed. She was also the first reader of a nearly complete draft, and 
her deft editorial suggestions significantly improved my presentation.

Two very busy fellow scholars, James Fishkin and Michael Walzer, generously 
provided detailed comments on my finished draft—well, not quite finished, as it 
turned out. Their criticisms and suggestions were so relevant and helpful that I 
adopted almost all of them, regretfully ignoring only a few that seemed to me 
would require a longer book than the one I had in mind.

I am grateful to Charles Hill, David Mayhew, Ian Shapiro, and Norma 
Thompson for responding to my appeal for the names of works that would be 
useful to readers who might wish to pursue the subject further. Their proposals 
have enriched the list entitled “ For Further Reading.”

Considerably before I had completed the manuscript, I mentioned it to John 
Covell, Senior Editor at Yale University Press, who immediately expressed his very 
strong interest in it. After I presented him with a copy of the manuscript, the 
queries and proposals he offered helped me to improve it in numerous ways.

I am happy that with this book I have continued a long relationship with Yale 
University Press. It is particularly gratifying to me that Yale University Press is 
publishing it, because in writing the book I have drawn unhesitatingly on earlier 
works of mine that the Press has published over many years. I am also delighted 
that Director John Ryden, Associate Director Tina Weiner, and Managing Editor 
Meryl Lanning not only expressed their enthusiasm for publishing the book but 
also strongly endorsed my proposal that it should be rapidly translated and 
published abroad in order to make it available to readers elsewhere in the world.

Finally, the editing of Laura Jones Dooley, Assistant Managing Editor, was 
both rapid and superb. Though her contribution is invisible to the reader, the 
author knows that the book is better for it. He hopes that she does, too.
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