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Introduction

Many meanings attach to the word democracy. If there is one true
meaning then it is, indeed, as Plato might have said, stored up in
heaven; but unhappily has not yet been communicated to us. The
word is what some philosophers have called 'an essentially
contested concept', one of those terms we can never all agree to
define in the same way because the very definition carries a different
social, moral, or political agenda. But somehow, nowadays at least,
we cannot live without it. In my In Defence of Politics 40 years ago
I reified 'this most promiscuous word' as if a Greek or Roman
nymph - or say Democratia, an Athenian minor deity: 'She is
everybody's mistress and yet somehow retains her magic even
when a lover sees that her favours are being, in his light, illicitly
shared by many another.'

Plato, of course, detested democracy. To him it was the rule ofdoxa
over philosophia, of opinion over knowledge. The Greek for rule
was kratos, and demos was 'the people', but many other ancient
(and modern) writers gave it a pejorative sense, simply the majority
as the mob - a powerful, selfish, fickle, and inconsistent beast. His
pupil Aristotle took a more tempered view in his book The Politics,
as we will see. While democracy was for him a necessary condition
for good government, it was far from a sufficient condition. If we are
talking of justice and of good government then we are talking of a
complexity of different concepts, values, and practices, and a
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complexity that never remains the same. Beatrice Webb was not
denying democracy when she said, 'democracy is not the
multiplication of ignorant opinions'; she was merely, if somewhat
acidly, putting it in its place and demanding ever more educational
reform, or simply education.

So we need some scepticism about any claim that some concept of
democracy must be the best for all seasons, as well as some irony
about how we choose to wear any one suit of ready-made
democratic clothing rather than another; and choose we must, even
if by default. In democracies, widespread not-choosing can be a
dangerous form of choosing. We each have to choose something but
it is another question how and why we presume to choose for
others. In a broad sense most of us likely to read a book like this live
in a system of government that we call 'democratic'. That word can
still, or should, as the Greek poet said, 'warm the blood like wine',
whereas, say, 'constitutional government' has a smack of the
textbook or the law book about it. There are good reasons for saying
'democratic' for all its ambiguities, use and abuse, as will be
rehearsed at the end of this book; and there are choices to be made
between different systems of democracy as when new governments
are set up - say in post-war Germany and Japan, in the new republics
of the former Soviet Union, or in devolved governments as in
Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. But this does not mean that
somehow democracy is an overriding principle in all circumstances
(quite apart from the sad fact that it does not exist in most countries
of the world). For example, I happen to have been to a lot of
meetings in the last few years in which someone gets up and makes
a passionate and reasoned demand for 'democratic schools', and I
have tartly shot back, TSIonsense, a school cannot be democratic; but
by god many need to be more democratic and some, indeed, are
admirably clear examples of autocracy.'

However, in broad terms the number of different usages of
'democracy' that have had any practical effect have not been all that
many. By practical effect I mean when there is some congruence
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between democracy perceived as a set of values and democracy
perceived as a set of institutional arrangements. We can see this
best if we consider the history both of the values and of the
institutions that have been called democratic.

There are two reasons for an initial historical approach. The first is
that to understand any human institutions we must know a little of
what has gone before, why they were invented or how they have
evolved. Even Marx, believing in revolution, said that in order to
change the world we must first understand it (even if he was
somewhat idealistic or just plain wrong about the possible extent of
change, certainly about the timescales involved). The second reason
is itself historical. When democracy began to enter into modern
politics and society with the American and then the French
Revolutions, the leaders of these events looked back to what they
took to be Greek and Roman precedents. They were painted and
sculpted in classical togas and laurel wreaths, and they gave
themselves Greek and Roman pseudonyms (both for provocation
and protection) when they set down their reasoned principles and
wrote tracts against royal government and oppression. And the
particular pseudonyms they adopted told their readers something
of where they were coming from - a 'Brutus' was likely to argue for
more immediate action than would a constitutionally minded
'Cicero'. For several centuries the revived memory of the Greek city
states (the citizen states) and Rome of the republican era had
haunted the West, as real fear for some and as speculative hope
for others. What had been done before could be done again. And
it is always necessary to remember that we are considering a term
that has had no meaning at all in most societies for most of
human history, and that while most governments in the modern
world feel the need to call themselves democratic, many are at or
beyond the outer limits of any of the main usages of the term
historically.

I like the challenge of this book because to write briefly and to try to
simplify without distortion an overwhelmingly important but also
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highly complex matter is more difficult than to write at length. So a
double word of warning. Three somewhat different stories (or
accountings) must run side by side, which I will try to disentangle
and relate to each other more carefully at the end. There is
democracy as a principle or doctrine of government; there is
democracy as a set of institutional arrangements or constitutional
devices; and there is democracy as a type of behaviour (say the
antithesis of both deference and of unsociability). They do not
always go together. Voting for leaders, for instance, is a democratic
device; but many medieval monks in a highly autocratic Church
elected their own abbots; Viking war bands would elect a new
leader if a chief died on campaign, and Horatio tells us that
Hamlet's dying breath was to give his vote to Fortinbras to be king
of Denmark ('not how we do it in England', but an Elizabethan
audience had evidently heard of such oddities as elective
monarchy - they did not need programme notes or a chorus to
tell them). The second word of warning is that the history of
what is meant by democratic has been hard, until very recently,
to disentangle from that of'republic' and 'republican'.

The tradition of Roman republicanism was revived in the 16th and
17th centuries (finding its finest advocacy and analysis in
Machiavelli's Discourses) and was an animating idea in the
American and French Revolutions; and while it was not democratic
as most of us would think of democracy, in that it firmly denied that
everyone was fit to vote, and gave some good reasons, yet in some
senses it was more democratic than many of us today would feel
comfortable with because it stressed the duty of all who were
citizens to participate actively in public life and affairs of state
(what scholars call 'civic republicanism'). Today we tend to think
that we all have the right to do so, if we feel like it, or not, every so
often, if we care to, but that the state will provide laws to protect our
individual liberties nonetheless (what scholars call 'liberalism'). But
it is wrong, as we will see, to attribute this 'falling off (or widespread
confidence that we can safely leave it all to others) only to the late
20th-century consumer society, Thatcherism, or the deification of

5



the market economy. The roots go deeper and are at the heart of the
very ambiguity of the terms 'democracy' and 'liberty' and their
associated practices. For Benjamin Constant could write in an
essay of 1819, 'The Liberty of the Ancients Compared with that of
the Moderns':

The aim of the ancients was the sharing of social power among

citizens of the same fatherland: this is what they called liberty. The

aim of the moderns is the enjoyment of liberty in private pleasures;

and they call liberty the guarantees accorded by institutions to these

pleasures.

Recast in modern dress this contradiction will be my conclusion,
but with some hopes for a happy enough ending in which we can
enjoy both but only if we study how they can coexist as separate
entities rather than be fused - by glib words and thus dangerously
confused.
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Chapter 1

The word and the deed

'In the beginning was the Word'.

Why now, I'm stuck already. I must change that: how?

The Spirit speaks! I see how it must read

And boldly write, 'In the beginning was the Deed.'

(From David Luke's translation of Goethe's Faust)

The word democracy need cause the translator no problems.
It comes more or less intact from the Greek into every major
language. The spirit, Mephistopheles, led Faust into real
trouble, of course, by such a dramatic prompt in mistranslating
the great first line of the Gospel of St John. Oh the tragic quest
for novelty rather than sticking to good old truths! But the
unchanged sacred word 'democracy' can cause troubles
enough because it can mean all things to all men as it is
translated into different cultures and its thread is spun for
different purposes.

Let me illustrate this at once in case any reader still hopes for the
one essential true meaning or a definitive definition. Neither
language nor social organization are like that. In 1962 the late
S. E. Finer wrote a book called The Man on Horseback. He listed
six of the official titles with which leading military dictators
'have decorated their regimes':
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Nasser: Presidential Democracy
Ayub Khan: Basic Democracy
Sukarno: Guided Democracy
Franco: Organic Democracy
Stroessner: Selective Democracy
Trujillo: Neo-Democracy

Easy to mock such wily opportunism, but I would say that, speaking
broadly, while three of those were almost purely despotic, resting
almost solely on force and fear, the other three were at least
overwhelmingly popular with most of their inhabitants.

And Sammy Finer was only writing about military regimes. The
Soviet Union, China, and their allies or puppet states all took very
seriously their proud description of being 'Peoples' Democracies'.
They believed that the working class should be emancipated,
should rule over other classes in a time of revolutionary transition
until a classless society was achieved, the rule of the people -
democracy. However intolerant the actual ruling Communist party
elites were of any dissent, however much they monopolized and
abused their exercise of power, they had arisen through popular
power and discontent and ultimately depended upon popular
support, as happily proved the undoing of the Soviet empire -
happily, that is, if you cared for liberty and human rights as well as
democracy as majority consent; or if you complacently believed
that liberty and democracy are inseparable twins. They should be
but they are not.

We all, of course, can mock those perversions of 'democracy' by
military regimes and others, because most of us are sure that we
live in a democracy, using the term to mean almost everything we
want - 'all things bright and beautiful': democracy as a civic ideal,
as representative institutions, and as a way of life. Asked to define
the term, many would say 'majority rule', but will shift a little if
challenged, as in a Socratic dialogue or a seminar, to say more
realistically 'majority consent'. But few of us would even then want
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in every case to equate democracy with justice or rights. Take the
issue of capital punishment, for instance. For a variety of reasons
British politicians override public opinion, which favours capital
punishment. If we are a democracy, we are a parliamentary
democracy. American politicians are much more 'democratic' from
a majoritarian point of view. So some qualifications are needed if a
society or a system of government is to be called 'truly' democratic.

Some say that democracy really means liberty, even liberalism or
individualism: laws must defend the (democratic) individual
against the (democratic) state. Alexis de Tocqueville partly misread
the early 19th-century USA to see democracy as almost a synonym
for equality, whereas Andrew Carnegie in his bestseller
Triumphant Democracy used it to celebrate a highly mobile free-
enterprise, market society with great differences in wealth but all
justifiable as the product of talent driven by the iron laws of
evolution. A trade union conference in the 1930s was told by Ernest
Bevin that it was not democratic for a minority to continue to
question the decisions of the majority after a vote had been taken,
and he received the equally sincere and confusing reply from an
offending brother that democracy meant that he could say what he
liked, how he liked, and when he liked, even against a majority of the
Transport and General Workers Union - which was saying a lot in
those days. Or democracy may be seen as a political system that puts
constitutional restraints even upon a freely elected (hence
democratic) government (the most sought-after use, but historically
implausible and usually purely rhetorical). Opposed to
'constitutional democracy' are the ideas of'sovereignty of the
people' or 'the general will', which should prevail over formal
constitutional limitations interpreted by lawyers. To some
democracy meant little more than 'one man one vote' (and now
women, of course), to which others would add hopefully 'plus real
choices'. And in broad terms, embracing most of these usages,
democracy can be seen as a recipe for an acceptable set of
institutions, or else as a 'way of life' in which 'the spirit of
democracy' becomes at least as important as the peculiarity of the
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institutions. For some think that the hallmark of such a way of life
lies, indeed, in the deed and not the word: people acting and
behaving democratically in patterns of friendship, speech, dress,
and amusements, treating everyone else as if they were an equal.

One used to hear well-meaning liberals say, Well at least the
Communists claim to be democratic.' But the trouble was that they
were democratic in the sound historical sense of a majority
consenting to be ruled in a broadly popular way and with a type of
regime that needed, unlike old autocracies, to mobilize and enthuse
the masses. These regimes no longer governed by the ancient and
almost universal axiom of power elites in peasant societies, 'let
sleeping dogs lie'; and the obverse of the coin, the peasant saying, as
in Tennyson's poem, 'men may come and men may go, but I go on
for ever'. Modern autocracies and great men and women make new
demands on their populations and need their consent, whether
natural or induced.

So we must not leap to the conclusion that there is a 'true
democracy' which is a natural amalgam of good government as
representative government, political justice, equality, liberty, and
human rights. For such volatile ingredients can at times be unstable
unless in carefully measured and monitored combinations. Is 'good
government' or 'social justice' unequivocally democratic, even in the
nicest liberal senses? Probably not. Tocqueville wrote in the 1830s
of the inevitability of democracy, but warned against 'the dangers of
a tyranny of the majority'. Well, perhaps he cared less for democracy
than he did for liberty. But even Thomas Jefferson remarked in his
old age that 'an elective despotism was not what we fought for'; and
Oliver Wendell Holmes, long the great defender of civil liberties on
the United States Supreme Court, once said sarcastically
'democracy is what the crowd wants'. John Stuart Mill, whose Essay
on Liberty and Considerations on Representative Government
are two of the great books of the modern world, came to believe that
every adult (yes, women too) should have the vote, but only after
compulsory secondary education had been instituted and had time
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to take effect. Today the politics of the United States and Great
Britain become more and more populist: appeals to public opinion
rather than to reasoned concepts of coherent policy. Political leaders
can cry 'education, education, education', but with their
manipulation of the media, sound-bites, and emotive slogans rather
than reasoned public debate, Mill might have had difficulty
recognizing them as products of an educated democracy. And our
media now muddle or mendaciously confuse what the public
happens to be interested in with older concepts of'the public
interest'.

'Democracy' may be a promiscuous and often purely rhetorical
word and certainly not a single value embracing or overriding all
other values in all circumstances, but I am not saying that we live in
a world of the Mad Tea-Party in which words 'mean what I say".
There are limits, but these limits are to be found historically in four
broad usages or clusters of meaning attached to 'democracy'. These
we must briefly examine because they are at the root of our
civilization, and of the hope that it will remain civilized and even
perhaps (as the 19th century hoped) progress. As we consider them
we must be aware of whether we are talking of an ideal or doctrine;
or of atype of behaviour to wards others; or of certain institutional
and legal arrangements. Democracy can refer to all of these
together or to each separately.

The first usage is found in the Greeks, in Plato's attack on it and in
Aristotle's highly qualified defence: democracy is simply, in the
Greek, demos (the mob, the many) and kratos, meaning rule. Plato
attacked this as being the rule of the poor and the ignorant over the
educated and the knowledgeable. His fundamental distinction was
between knowledge and opinion: democracy is the rule, or rather
the anarchy, of mere opinion. Aristotle modified this view rather
than rejecting it utterly: good government was a mixture of
elements, the few ruling with the consent of the many. The few
should have arete, excellence, the idealized concept of aristocracy.
But many more can qualify for citizenship by virtue of some
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education and some property (both of which he thought necessary
conditions for citizenship). Democracy as a doctrine or ideal
unchecked by the aristocratic principle of experience and
knowledge was, however, a fallacy - the belief'that because men are
equal in some things, they are equal in all'.

The second usage is found in the Roman republic, in Machiavelli's
great Discourses, in the 17th-century English and Dutch
republicans, and in the early American republic: that good
government is mixed government, just as in Aristotle's theory, but
that the democratic popular element could actually give greater
power to a state. Good laws to protect all are not good enough
unless subjects became active citizens making their own laws
collectively. The argument was both moral and prudential. The
moral argument is the more famous: both Roman paganism and
later Protestantism had in common a view of man as an active
individual, a maker and shaper of things, not just a law-abiding
well-behaved accepter of and a subject to traditional order. But the
prudential argument was always there: a state trusted by its people
was a stronger state; and a citizen army or militia was more
motivated to defend their homeland than hired mercenaries or
cautious professionals.

The third usage is found in the rhetoric and events of the French
Revolution and in the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
Everyone, regardless of education or property, has a right to make
his or her will felt in matters of public concern; and indeed the
general will or common good is better understood by any well-
meaning, simple, unselfish, and natural ordinary person from their
own experience and conscience than by the over-educated living
amid the artificiality of high society. Now this view can have a lot to
do with the liberation of a class or a nation, whether from
oppression or ignorance and superstition, but it is not necessarily
connected with or compatible with individual liberties. (In the
European 18th and 19th centuries, remember, most people who
cared for liberty did not call themselves democrats at all; they called
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themselves constitutionalists or civic republicans or, in the Anglo-
American discourse, Whigs.)

The fourth usage of democracy is found in the American
constitution and in many of the new constitutions in Europe in the
19th century and in the new West German and Japanese
constitutions following the Second World War, also in the writings
of John Stuart Mill and Alexis de Tocqueville: that all can
participate if they care (and care they should), but they must then
mutually respect the equal rights of fellow citizens within a
regulatory legal order that defines, protects, and limits those rights.
This is what most people today in the United States, Europe, the
Commonwealth, and Japan etc. ordinarily mean by democracy - let
us call it 'modern democracy1, ideally a fusion (but quite often a
confusion) of the idea of power of the people and the idea of legally
guaranteed individual rights. The two should, indeed, be combined,
but they are distinct ideas, and can prove mutually contradictory in
practice. There can be and have been intolerant democracies and
reasonably tolerant autocracies. In the modern era of industry, the
mass franchise, and mass communications we can find it difficult to
combine freedom and popular power.

The invention of democracy and political rule, and then the
tradition of governing by means of political debate among citizens,
has its roots in the practices and thought of the Greekpolis and the
ancient Roman republic. It is not myopically Eurocentric, or rather
Graeco-Romano-centric, to see the history and actual alternative
usages of'democracy' thus. It is historical fact. Great empires, large-
scale state formations first arose outside whatever land-mass area
or mentality is meant by Europe, and universal monotheistic
religions arose from the Middle East and Asia; but modern science
and democratic ideas and practices first arose in Europe. Science,
religion, and democracy all, of course, take on different modalities
as they travel, and both influence and are influenced by different
historical cultures.
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Chapter 2

The place from where

we started

We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time

(T. S. Eliot, Little Gidding)

Back to the word. The Oxford Classical Dictionary tells us that
the word first emerged around the turn of the 5th to 4th centuries
BC after revolts in Athens had removed a dynasty of tyrants from
power. Demokratia was what the word meant: the rule (kratos) of
the people (demos). 'Tyranny' originally simply meant rule by one
man, not necessarily in our sense an oppressor, usually a usurper
of kings; an individual tyrant could be good, bad, or not so bad.
Nonetheless the tyrants were removed by a large number of the
inhabitants of upolis or city state who were already beginning to
think of themselves aspolites, citizens of that state, that is with
legal rights including the right to speak out and be heard and
consulted on matters of common interest, ihepoliteia or polity.
Sophocles caught the tensions of this time of transition in the
Antigone when Antigone's cousin Haemon argues for her pardon
and her life with Creon the tyrannos or ruler. What had she
done? Every schoolchild once knew that. She had defied his order
and buried the body of her rebel brother Polynices in defiance
of the law that the corpse of a traitor should be exposed to the
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