Democracy in Our Time
Part 1: A useful idea or not?

Presentation by Vince Giuca

German Democratic Republic (1949-1990)
Ministry for State Security (also known as the
‘Stasi’)
●

Propped up the ruling Socialist Unity
Party of Germany

●

One of the most ubiquitous, secretive &
repressive police agency in the world
○

●

“the most perfected surveillance
state of all time” (German media
cited in Funder, 2002: 57)

The Stasi’s main task was to spy on its
own people through a vast network of
citizens turned informants
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Stasi Regional Head Oﬃce & Remand Prison Centre in
Dresden
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Comparatively speaking ...
Hitler’s Third Reich
●

1: 2,000 Gestapo agents to citizens

Stalin’s USSR
●

1: 5,830 KGB agents to citizens

Honecker’s East Germany
●

1: 63 Stasi operatives (including
informers) to citizens

Source: Funder (2002) Stasiland, p. 57

A State’s coercive powers used arbitrarily and
for political ends must be anathema to all who
live in modern societies. Unfortunately, this is
not so in many countries today!
Copyright © 2020 by Vincent Giuca

Page 3

Stasi Oﬃce Locations - 1989
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Democracy ... widespread appeal?
● ‘Democracy’ has general, if not, widespread appeal
○ an idea that people have fought & died for in wars
● Is applied to a wide variety of political systems
○ e.g. German Democratic Republic - arguably, was not a democracy
● Has the term ‘democracy’ become a ‘hurrah’ word? ... devoid of meaning?
● Necessary to distinguish:
○ the meaning of ‘democracy’
○ it’s moral appeal
i.e. the concept’s deﬁnition does not need to settle any normative questions
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What is democracy?
Democracy is derived from the Greek
word dēmokratiā, meaning the people
(dēmos) rule (kratos)
➪ the people rule
https://worldhistory.us/ancient-history/ancient
-greece-part-4-athenian-democracy.php

The ‘people’ were adult
citizens, excluding women &
children, slaves & foreigners

‘Rule’ was conducted by direct participation
with citizens attending assemblies &
administrative roles allotted (random ballots)

Athenian democracy in the 4th & 5th centuries BCE
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Ancient Greece
Athenian democracy (c460 to c320 BCE)
● a system of government with checks & balances against
potential abuse of power
● regions were equally represented & given equal powers
● citizens were chosen at random for executive, magistrate
and other positions with strictly limited terms of oﬃce
● participation was considered a civic duty; as a way of
gaining virtue
“We alone consider a citizen who does not partake in politics not only
one who minds his own business but useless.” (Thucydides)
Copyright © 2020 by Vincent Giuca

Page 7

Democracy in Our Time

Modern democracy
●

The size and complexity of modern states make direct democracy
impracticable
Direct democracy

●

●

Indirect (or representative) democracy

“... is a political system in which the
people directly make the determining
political decisions”
Athenian democracy

●

●

●
●

“... is a political system in which people
make the determining political
decisions to an important extent
directly”
Modern forms of democracy

Mainly by electing representatives
These representatives make many of
the actual decisions

Source: Holden (1974) The Nature of Democracy, p. 26
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Historical developments
●

●

●

Historically, democracy has been maligned & held in contempt
○

Plato - control by the ignorant, feckless & greedy mob

○

Renaissance thinkers - giving rise to unlimited turmoil

○

US founding fathers - leading to dangerous equalisation of property

Turned around during the 19th century
○

By being seen to work effectively & fairly

○

Producing stable government

○

Accommodating minority & individual interests

A major thrust has been to enlarge ‘citizenship’
○

universal suffrage is now generally accepted as the most basic
characteristic of democracy
Source: Grayling (2009) & Holden (1974)
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Deﬁning democracy
Definition

Comment

“... the democratic method is that institutional
arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which
individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a
competitive struggle for the people's vote”
(Schumpeter, 1976: 269)

●

“... a system of government with regular, free and fair
elections, in which all adult citizens have the right to
vote and possess basic civil liberties such as freedom
of speech and association” (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018: 6)

●
●

Importance of elections
Concepts of fairness, rights & civil
liberties highlighted

“A democracy is (or the term ‘democracy’ connotes) a
political system of which it can be said that the whole
people, positively or negatively, make, and are entitled
to make, the basic determining decisions on important
matters of public policy.” (Holden, 1974: 8)

●
●
●
●

Broader perspective
Involving ‘the whole people’
Decision-making entitlement
Consent & rejection
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●
●
●

Concerned with methods &
procedures
A market based perspective
About leaders seek votes
Challenges classical view
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Madisonian democracy (American)
●

The founding fathers of the American constitution were very
concerned about the effects of factions on their system of
government
○
○

●

‘faction’ = a group with “some common impulse of passion, or of interest”
advancing its own interests to the detriment of those of other groups
at the time, was a deeply pejorative term

Removing the causes of factions was not the answer
○
○

●

James Madison

this would involve the curtailment of liberty - not acceptable
“diversity of the faculties of men” with different interests (e.g. property
rights) - this was “the nature of man”

Rather, Madison proposed addressing the effects of factions
○
○
○

to prevent one group (whether a majority or minority) oppressing others
neither moral nor religious motives are adequate controls
sociological & institutional/structural solution

Source: Madison (1787)
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Madison’s checks & balances
Government to control the governed, as well as, itself
● Need to guard parts of society against the injustices of other parts
○ rights & interests of the minority need to be secured against those of
the majority
● Two types of responses:
○ sociological
■

○

the multiplicity of interests that are impermanent and shifting will
act to offset each other - thus “the rights of individuals, or the
minority, will be in little danger from interested combinations of the
majority”

institutional/structural
■

“Ambition must be made to counteract ambition”
● federal system - national, state and local jurisdictions
● separation of different branches of national government - the
executive, the legislature & the judiciary
Source: Madison (1787 & 1788)
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Madison’s republic: Democratic hybrid
‘Pure democracy’
●
●
●
●

A direct form of government consisting of
small group of citizens
Not a cure for factionalism
Personal security & property rights at risk
Not stable & usually short lived

‘A republic’
●
●

●
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Representative government applicable to
larger territories & groups of citizens
Promises to address factionalism
○ effect is “to refine and enlarge the
public views”
○ where the chosen representatives’
“wisdom may best discern the true
interest of their country”
Recognised the possibility of elected
representatives betraying the general
interests of the people
○ Nevertheless, Madison considered
republics to be more favourable to
the public well-being
Democracy in Our Time

Two types of liberty
Benjamin Constant, in an 1816 lecture
Liberty of the Ancients
●
●
●

Liberty of the Moderns

Public freedom that works in small
states
“active and constant participation in
collective power”
Concerned with living in a state that is
free from invasion

●

●

Rights (include):
○ of expression, association &
religion
○ to be subjected to laws (not
arbitrary)
The “right to exercise some influence
on the administration of the
government” (through representation)

Both types of liberty are needed in the modern world
● If you are not interested in the public sphere, it wouldn’t leave you alone
○ eventually, the state will become coercive & take away your liberties
● The paradox of modern life - you need to pay attention to what is going on
Constant
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Another two types of liberty (or freedom)
... articulated vigorously by Isaiah Berlin in the 1950s
Berlin

‘Negative’ Liberty

‘Positive’ Liberty

●

Liberty from interference

●

Liberty as self-mastery,
self-realisation, self-determination

●

Example: No restrictions preventing
me buying a house in Melbourne

●

Example: I have the monetary means
to buy a specific house in Melbourne

●

State activities need to be limited with
few restrictions on individuals

●

May require considerable state
interventions at individual & collective
levels

●
●

Potential rival & incompatible interpretations of the single concept of ‘liberty’
A supposedly simple concept could be used to hide a plurality of ideas & meanings
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Beneﬁts of the democratic process
Virtues of participation in civic life
● Linking the individual with the community
Rousseau

○ An individual comes to appreciate other
individuals’ viewpoints, as well as, those
of the community as a whole
● Educative role
○ Narrow - acquiring information
○ Broader - developing a responsible &
moral personality
J S Mill

Source: Holden (1974) & Maddox (1985)
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Beneﬁcial results of the democratic process
●

●

●

Better decisions
○ Each individual knows their own interest better than anyone else
○ The wearer principle: ‘only the wearer knows where the shoe
pinches’
○ Utilitarian democratic theory builds on this idea
Safeguarding against corruption & sinister interests
○ Citizens will be endangered if power is unfettered
○ ‘Power tends to corrupt; absolute power corrupts absolutely’
Minimisation of conﬂict
○ The opportunity to debate, associate & persuade to one’s viewpoint
tends to minimise (violent) conﬂict
○ The electoral process allows for the peaceful transfer of power
Source: Holden (1974) & Maddox (1985)
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Contemporary themes

2017
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The dilemma of democracy
For Grayling (2017), this is “the tension between the two desires of
achieving democracy while ensuring sound and stable government,
given a realistic view of what unqualiﬁed democracy can be.” (p 109)
● The resolution is republican or representative democracy
● The people are the ultimate source of political legitimacy
○ Through the use of a recognised & agreed process
○ A majority will endorse a legislature & executive
○ As well as being able to dismiss them
● In addition, there are structures & institutions to constrain those in
oﬃce
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Democracy in the UK & the US
According to Grayling (2017), the democracies of the
UK & the US are in need of rescuing
● Brexit and Trump
● Checks & balances are not working
● Sound government is not just about stability but
incorporates “just, enabling, considerate, inclusive
government” (p 185)
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Rescuing representative democracy in the UK & the US
Grayling (2017: 186-188) recommended reforms:
●

Transparency in election
campaigning - of individuals &
organisations; of funding

●

Obligatory civic education in
schools for students aged 14 &
over

●

Fact-check monitoring of the
press

●

●

Banning election betting

Proportional representation
system essential (to replace
ﬁrst-past-the-post)

●

Polling to cease for a period prior
to election day

●

●

Compulsory voting for all citizens
(& voting age lowered to 16 years)!

Reform of the political party
discipline system essential (in the
UK)
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Four key indicators of authoritarian behaviour
1.

2.

3.

4.

Rejection of (or
weak commitment
to) democratic rules
of the game

●
●

Denial of the
legitimacy of
political opponents

●
●

Toleration or
encouragement of
violence

●

Readiness to curtail
civil liberties of
opponents,
including media

●
●

●

●

●
●

●

Do they reject the Constitution or express a willingness to violate it?
Do they suggest a need for anti-democratic measures, such as canceling elections, violating or
suspending the Constitution, banning certain organisations or restricting basic civil or political rights?
Do they attempt to undermine the legitimacy of elections (e.g. by refusing to accept credible electoral
results)?
Do they describe their rivals as subversive or opposed to the existing constitutional order?
Do they claim that their rivals constitute an existential threat, either to national security or to the
prevailing way of life?
Do they baselessly describe their partisan rivals as criminals, whose supposed violation of the law (or
potential to do so) disqualifies them from full participation in the political arena?
Do they have any ties to armed gangs, paramilitary forces, militias, guerrillas or other organisations
that engage in illicit violence?
Have they or their partisan allies sponsored or encouraged mob attacks on opponents?
Have they tacitly endorsed violence by their supporters by refusing to unambiguously condemn it and
punish it?
Have they supported laws or policies that restrict civil liberties?
Have they threatened to take legal or other punitive action against critics in rival parties, civil society or
the media?
Have they praised repressive measures taken by other governments, either in the past or elsewhere in
the world?
Levitsky & Ziblatt (2018: 23-24)
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Is democracy in the United States in danger?
●

Since the Cold War, democracies tend to breakdown from within, not from
military intervention
○

Paradoxically, authoritarians use the “institutions of democracy gradually, subtly, and even legally - to kill it” (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018: 8)

●

Many examples from Europe (1930s) & Latin America (1970s) to
contemporary Hungary, Turkey and Venezuela

●

“American politicians now treat their rivals as enemies, intimidate the free
press, and threaten to reject the results of elections. They try to weaken the
institutional buffers of our democracy, including the courts, intelligence
services, and ethics oﬃces.” (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018: 2)
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Three strategies used to consolidate power
●

Elected authoritarian leaders use three strategies to bolster their power

●

Trump has attempted to use all three
Strategy

Example

1.

Capturing the referees

●

FBI Director, James Comey - pressured to
drop investigations of Michael Flynn,
former National Security Director

2.

Sidelining the key players

●

Sections of the media are branded as
“enemy of the American people” &
dismissed as “fake news”

3.

Rewriting the rules to tilt the
playing field against opponents

●

The push for voter ID laws, based on a
dubious claim of voter fraud being
widespread; more recently, the attack on
postal voting
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Unwritten democratic norms
●

In the past, the checks & balances in the US political system have worked
reasonably well

●

Not entirely due to the constitutional framework developed by the founding
fathers

●

Democracies - such as in the US - work best & survive as a result of
important reinforcing unwritten democratic norms

●

Two critical norms:
○

mutual toleration - opposing parties accept one another as legitimate rivals

○

forbearance - politicians exercise restraint in the use of institutional prerogatives
or rights
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Increasing polarisation
● Levitsky & Ziblatt argue that the US is now so divided that it
represents an existential threat
○ particularly over issues of race & culture
○ against the backdrop of the Civil War (1861–1865)
● Lessons from history - “extreme polarization can kill democracies”
(Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018: 9)
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The idea of democracy
... is a useful ideal, but we need a mutual understanding of what it
means for a modern state to be called a democracy
●

●

Not just a system for electing legislators & government
○ Free & fair elections are the bedrock of democracy
○ The ability of the citizenry to remove governments & representatives is critical
It’s a package
○ The rule of law (not arbitrary)
○ Respect for, & protection of, civil liberties & human rights
○ Freedom of association (where interests can be represented)
○ Institutional & structural checks & balances with the reinforcement of
unwritten democratic norms
■ Political leaders to act with mutual toleration & forbearance
○ Overall interests of the people are taken into account (not just the majority)
○ Governments rule with the consent of citizens
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Winston Churchill ... the last word (almost)
“Many forms of Government have been tried, and will
be tried in this world of sin and woe.
“No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise.
“Indeed it has been said that democracy is the worst
form of Government except for all those other
forms that have been tried from time to time.”
Speech, House of Commons, 11 November 1947 (bold/italics added)
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Concluding comments

To minimise the risk of the state becoming too
powerful & coercive, we must be vigilant & take
an active interest in our politics (even if we prefer
to retreat into our own private affairs)
● Benjamin Constant’s warning
Stasi Van, Stasi
Museum, Berlin
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● The ‘milk’ (Stasi) van is symbolic of the
invasive and coercive powers of the state
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Democracy in our time .... continued
Part 2: Is it worth defending?
● The jury is out as to whether democracy’s days are numbered
● If we heed the warning, active participation in public affairs
will help keep our politicians honest
● Nevertheless, important challenges exist:
○ Populism
○ Digital technology
● These will be examined in particular, as well as, their
ramiﬁcations for Australian democracy
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