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This paper attempts to provide a modern, universal, conceptualisation of democracy. J. D,
May's ‘responsive rule’ approach is analysed. It is argued that his approach, although on the
right lines, is not satisfactory as it stands., Democracy should be seen as referring to the
principles which underlie the political process for a given regime, and is logically independent
of the detailed institutional practices. Following Easton’s analysis of a regime in terms of
authority structure, values, and norms, democracy is analysed in terms of three principles of
upward control, political equality, and norms defining acceptable policies, procedures, and
behaviour. Democracy is not a dichotomous concept: given regimes differ in the extent to
which they cmbody the principles of democracy in the operation of their institutions. In
practice it will be hard, perhaps impossible, to find any regime anywhere which does not
embody some elements of democracy to some degree. This vitiates the almost universal
practice of using democracy and non-democracy as underlying concepts in a system of
categorisation of regimes. Such categories become wholly arbitrary. Because of the subtle
ways in which the democratic principles may work in different contexts, and because measures
of these various manifestations of democracy can only be combined on a purely arbitrary
basis, statistical measures of ‘democracy’ also become arbitrary. It is concluded that, although
facets of the political process may be investigated using statistical techniques, ultimately the
main thrust of empirical studies of democracy must be qualitative rather than quantitative.

Democracy is the theory that the common people know what they want, and deserve to get
it good and hard. (H. L. Mencken, Sententiae, A Book of Burlesques, 1920)

The many attempts at defining democracy over the years might well give
grounds for pessimism that it can ever be defined. The remark by Lijphart
that democracy might be undefinable perhaps reflects this pessimism
(Lijphart 1977, 4). Over the years, the conceptual waters have been
thoroughly muddied, and we must approach the problem afresh. Democ-
racy as we now understand it is essentially a modern concept, and requires
a modern analysis. The problem of producing a conceptualisation that may
be useful analytically is compounded by the fact that the term has become
an important part of ordinary discourse, and so has become more an
emotional symbol than an analytical concept.

There is clearly little hope that there can ever be a generally “agreed’
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definition of democracy, in the sense that we may obtain agreement on the
definition of the speed of light, or even on the nature of ‘the political
system’. Neither concept has ever formed an important part of the discourse
of social or political action, and so there have been few normative axes
ground in the course of defining them. This does not mean, however, that
we should succumb to the pessimism of Lijphart. While there will never
be a generally agreed definition, the very fact of its use in empirical research
demands that we attempt to clarify the concept and put forward a sensible
formulation that may then provide a solid starting-point for empirical
analysis. This will involve stripping away as much of the emotional veneer
as possible and exposing the essential nature of the concept. This process
1s likely to result in a formulation which is somewhat removed from that
used in everyday political discourse, but which nevertheless underlies this
usage. Until we do produce such a formulation, empirical research on
democracy must be intellectually suspect.

John D, May has put forward a formulation of democracy which attempts
to be intelligible, universal, a non-sectarian, I shall argue in this paper that
his approach, which he calls *Responsive Rule’, is not satisfactory as it
stands, although 1t is on the right lines. I shall suggest that one of the best
routes by which we may approach the concept is through the normatively
neutral doorway of systems analysis. [ shall further argue that there can
never be a simple clear-cut definition of democracy in operational terms,
in the sense that we might have a clear operational definition of ‘socio-
economic class’ because democracy is a more complicated principle, or set
of principles, that may be worked out in many different ways in different
political contexts, and a fortiori there is no particular set of institutional
arrangements that is essential to democracy. I argue that the central thrust
of useful research into democracy must therefore be ultimately qualitative,
rather than quantitative.

The General Character of Democracy

Part of the problem with the literature on democracy has been a tendency
to concentrate too much on the precise institutional and legal aspects of a
democratic system, and there often seems to be an assumption that ‘democ-
racy’ means some specific set of arrangements.

However, it 1s important to remember that democracy is a regime type,
just like monarchy or totalitarianism, and as such it specifies the general
principles which underlie the political process, and nor the detailed insti-
tutional practices. In talking about democracy, or monarchy, or whatever,
therefore, we are talking about regimes that embody certain principles
which underlic the political process, though with a less complicated concept
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such as monarchy there is unlikely to be as much vanation in how the
principles underlying the regime are worked out in practice.

Now a regime is that set of rules, conventions, and norms that govern
the operation of the political process. It is a set of constraints upon the
actions of the individuals, groups, and institutions in a political community.
Easton in his systems framework (1965, 193) suggests that this set of
constraints may be broken down into three components — (a) authority
structure, (b) values, and (c) norms.

For Easton, the authority structure specifies the formal and informal
patterns in which political power is distributed and organised within the
community, valfues provide the boundaries within which day-to-day policy
can be formulated without violating community beliefs, and norms are the
kinds of procedures and behaviour that are expected, and are acceptable
to the community.

In an earlier paper, Keith Dowding and [ used this perspective to sketch
a conceptualisation of democracy (Dowding & Kimber 1985). It is part of
my objective in this paper to modify and rework this approach in more
detail in the light of my criticisms of May's approach. Dowding and I argued
that democracy involves the application of three fundamental principles.
The first is that the authority structure underlying the institutional pattern
should be that of what we called ‘upward control’. By this we meant that
ultimate sovereignty resides at the lowest level of the authority structure.
The second principle underlying the democratic ideal embodies the value
of political equality. The third aspect of democracy is that of norms.
These are perhaps more difficult to specify. The most important norms of
democracy are those which specify what behaviour is acceptable; that is,
they constrain members to behave democratically. In other words, we
argue that in a democracy, individuals’ norm-governed behaviour must
include an acceptance of the idea that individual and institutional behaviour
is limited. This limitation must be in accord with other principles of
democracy; that is, behaviour must be consistent with, and limited by, the
principles of upward control and of equality.

These, then, are the three aspects of democracy with which I shall
be concerned, aspects which, it is important to realise, may actually be
implemented in different ways in different systems. Like May, we are
seeking an approach that is universal; it should not tacitly assume the
presence either of a large-scale association or of a face-to-face group, nor
should it confine its attention to civil associations at the expense of private
associations (May 1978, 3).

The Responsive-Rule Approach

May’s definition is that democracy constitutes: ‘necessary correspondence
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between acts of governance and the wishes with respect to those acts of
the persons who are affected” (1978, 1). This formulation has several
components which require comment: (1) necessary correspondence with
the wishes, (2) acts of governance, and (3) the persons who are affected.

(1) May seems to take the idea of necessary correspondence as self-
explanatory. Presumably the correspondence is taken to be nccessary as
opposed to contingent: that is, a correspondence with the wishes that just
happens to occur does not constitute democracy; an act of governance has
to take place because it is the wishes of the people affected. This 15 close
to my own view — though, as we shall see later, [ shall offer a more explicit
formulation of the idea. The main problem with this element of the
definition as it stands is that it seems to have no regard for the problem of
how we recognise that there is a correspondence - or indeed, whether it
even makes sense to ask whether the two do *correspond’. If groups of
affected persons have different wishes, how can the relevant act of govern-
ance ‘correspond’ to the wishes of those affected? May suggests that ‘if
each person exerts exactly the same amount of influence on each issue, and
if each exerts influence on behalf of her policy preference, then every act
of governance probably would comply with what is preferred by the largest
number of persons’ (1978, 11}.

Ultimately, the problem here is that highlighted in the work of Kenneth
Arrow (1951), namely that, in a non-dictatorial society, there is no rational
means of consistently aggregating individual preferences into a social pat-
tern which may be said to be the ‘societal preference’. Thus, at least
something more needs to be said about what it means for an act of
governance to correspond with people’s wishes: in fact, it seems to me
that the idea of ‘correspondence’ is basically misleading and needs to be
replaced.

(2) May has concentrated on acts of governance as the objects of popular
control. However, I would suggest that this approach is too narrow. Robert
Dahl (1982) has argued that, for the people to be said to govern themselves,
they must have final control not only over the acts of governance but also
over the question of what matters are to be the content of acts of govern-
ance; that is, they must have ultimate control over the political agenda. As
we shall see, I shall not wholly embrace Dahl’s position, but he is surely
correct to draw attention to the importance of the political agenda in a
democracy.

(3) Of the three main ways of defining the subject population - territorial,
legal, and functional — May opts for the functional approach; that is, he
writes of ‘all affected persons’, rather than of *all inhabitants of a domain’,
or of ‘all citizens’. This, he admits, ‘seems to entail that the controlling
population must vary in composition with almost every issue, and that on
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some issues . .[it]. . must include in its ranks infants, lunatics, felons, and
foreigners’ (1978, 8).

There are several problems here. First, the definition seeks to exclude
those who are unaffected by the act. Thus, those Britons who never will
take a holiday in South Africa are not considered part of the subject
population in connection with controlling the Government’s act of banning
holidays to South Africa, were it to invoke such a ban. However, only
considering ‘those who are affected’ seems to negate a generally held view
that decision-making should not be the prerogative solely of those with a
personal interest in the matter. Of course, one could argue that there is a
sense in which all British subjects are affected by all decisions of a British
Government, because what is being done is being done in their name.
However, that would make the concept of ‘persons atfected’ an empty one,
and would effectively bring in the legal definition by the back door. Thus,
it would seem that we have to say that the subject population should
include at least those who are affected; but this, for the moment, leaves
open the question of where the boundary should come. Second, considering
everyone who is affected would mean that in deciding whether to go to war
on country X, country Y would have to incorporate the wishes of country
X into the decision for it to be democratic. Unless we have a category of
policy decisions which we hold can never be arrived at democratically, we
must, given the nature of the State, limit the subject population by some
means other than the functional approach.

May’s argument about why any group might reasonably not be enfran-
chised in a democracy is obscure, and — in so far as one may make sense
of it — absurd. Infants need not be enfranchised, he says, unless (a) they
possess preferences, and (b) they are not already being represented, and
(c) they lack non-electoral channels of influence, and (d) they would use
their vote rationally. It seems to me that these criteria rule out almost any
and every group one cares to choose.

I wish to argue that May’s rejection of the legal approach to defining the
subject population is misguided. He says that most of us regard extensions
of the franchise (to females, to all adults, and so on) as gains for democratic
rule, and that this ‘exemplifies a rejection of legalistic approaches to
defining “the people™’ (1978, 7). This is not so. Surely it is merely a matter
of getting the legal definition right. Indeed, rather than viewing the problem
from the point of view of extending the franchise to more and more groups
(as has happened historically in most countries), there should be a general
presumption that all individuals are included, with arguments being made
to exclude only specific categories. Constructing such an argument to
exclude the insane, or babies, would not be hard, though doing so for
criminals, or teenagers, for example, might be more difficult.

A third problem is that awkward questions are also raised, as Dag Anckar
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has pointed out (1982, 223), relating to the intentions of governmental acts
and their outcomes (do we include the groups which the government
intended to affect but did not, or which it did not intend to affect but
did?); and there is also the question of direct and indirect effects (how
much does one have to be affected in order to count as a member of
the population?)

Thus, although the functional approach may appear at first sight to have
the advantage of clarity, this is not so, and what clarity there is is achieved
at the expense of reasonableness and of empirical utility. On May's
approach, the population whose desires must be taken into account will
frequently not coincide with any recognisable political object. The ter-
ritorial approach, which May also considers and rejects, is also unsatis-
factory partly since decision-making units often overlap with one another
and partly because its connection with decision-making is purely contingent.
Thus, the legal approach to defining the subject population is the only
sensible one. It clearly defines the population for whom the acts of govern-
ance are valid. It possesses at least as much clarity as the functional
approach, and does not have the latter’s operational difficulties.

May’s approach cannot be accepted as it stands: the notion of cor-
respondence is unsatsifactory; we need to say something about things other
than just acts of governance; and the functional approach to the definition
of the demos. to follow Dahl’s usage (Dahl 1982), needs to be replaced by
a legal one. The basic idea behind his approach, however, is sound, and is
similar to that underlying my view of democaracy. Before spelling this out
more clearly, 1 need to turn my attention to the three components of
democracy identified earlier,

Upward Control

At first glance, it may seem that the term ‘control’ is not the best one we
could have chosen — individuals can hardly be said to ‘control’ the authorities
in a system. at least in the hard sense of the term ‘control’. However, there
is control in the sense that the demos, through its possession of ultimate
sovereignty, is able to direct and place restrictions upon the actions of the
authorities. What is important in a democracy is what the relationship of
the individual i1s to this process; that is, what channels are available to
individuals for the expression of their preferences about public policy, and
what restrictions there are on the actions of the authorities. The means of
expression of individual preferences may take many forms, though they
may conveniently be summarized using the categories of Moyser, Parry,
and Day (1986). They identify six dimensions of participation: voting,
campaigning, group activity, contacting, protesting, and violence, though
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we should not automatically assume that all of these are compatible with
democracy.

Underlying these dimensions of participation is the notion that individ-
uals’ preferences are being input into a process which produces a societal
decision. Thus, we require here that individuals have the capacity, and are
actually able, to construct preference schedules relevant to the matter
under consideration and, on the basis of that, are able to make a choice
about the course of action to be followed. While it would not be reasonable
to apply a strict test of rationality to this (it would probably exclude too
large a proportion of the potential demos), this does imply rationality in a
weak sense ( perhaps, being able to recognise and rank the possible out-
comes, being able to make a choice, choosing the highest ranked outcome —
but not necessarily being consistent, or having a transitive preference
ranking, which a strong sense of rationality would require).

It follows from this that there should be unfettered political com-
munication and a level of understanding appropriate to the matter being
decided. However, it should not be thought that this implies that we all
have to be nuclear physicists in order to decide whether we want to build
nuclear power stations. It is not reasonable to say that democracy requires
certain specific criteria to be applied by individuals in evaluating a proposal;
it only requires that a relevant evaluation can be made on some basis or
other, and that the process is weakly rational. People’s reasons for holding
particular positions need not be taken into account. Only people who are
unable to function at this minimal level need be excluded from the demos.

The process of actually inputting the preference also has certain entail-
ments — for example, that the appropriate civil liberties exist (freedom of
association and so on}, and that the appropriate gateway for inputting the
preference is accessible (accessible polling stations, special arrangements
tfor the infirm, freedom to campaign, protest, and so on).

Clearly a given individual cannot expect that his or her preferences will
be the ones that directly affect the authorities and become the collective
policy. What individuals can expect 1s that they have the right to be able
to input their preferences into the process that determines the final view
on the question of authority control, and that things are administered in
such a way that they are actually able to exercise that right should they
choose to do so. Their individual preferences may be formed in many ways,
and the concept of democracy does not require us to specify how these are
formed, except to say that they should be uncoerced; nor does it require
individuals to express them. Indeed, we should allow non-participation as
a legitimate preference, and where there is no formal or informal mech-
anism of abstention, it would be wrong to insist on compulsory par-
ticipation. This means, for example, that compulsory voting is acceptable
only if the individual is able to submit an invalid or blank ballot.
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A point 1 wish to emphasise is that, from a conceptual point of view, the
particular process by which individuals input their preferences is unim-
portant, provided that this process is subject to the necessary constraints
implied by the principles of democracy. This means that, when concerned
with the essential nature of democracy, one should not elevate voting above
the other methods of participation. Neither particular methods of voting,
nor the voting mechanism itself is necessary for democracy, though I shall
qualify this statement later. The situation in which a tribe reaches its
decisions by having, say, an elder take the sense of the meeting after a long
discussion in which everyone has his or her say, qualifies as a democracy
(other things being equal) every bit as much as the situation in which the
decision is the outcome of a vote. What matters is not the particular
mechanism by which the collective policy is found, given the individual
preferences, but that there should be an entailment of a particular policy,
given the particular set of individual preferences and the particular mech-
anism used. Of course, that mechanism, too, would have to be the subject
of collective agreement, in the same way. This may seem to open up the
possibility of an infinite regress, but this is not a problem for the position
for which I am trying to argue. However many steps back one is forced to
go, each step must be subject to the operation of the same democratic
principles for it to be regarded as a democratic decision.

Thus, the individual preference may be taken into account in many ways;
we cannot simply look at voting and elections; it may be done via other
institutional and non-institutional arrangements ( pressure groups, parties,
the bureaucracy, the media, and so on) using other means (campaigning,
contacting, protesting, and so on). Each method of participation is likely
to have a different significance in different systems. However, we cannot
allow the various possible methods of incorporating individual preferences
into decisions to take any form; there must be some constraints. Essentially,
the problem is a two-stage process of ascertaining, or measuring, individual
preferences, and then of aggregating them to produce a decision. Precisely
what criteria should be applied i1s a complex, and in part technical, matter
which is beyond the scope of the present paper. However, I would argue
that whatever solution is adopted, it must meet two requirements:

(1) The whole of the preference schedule of all individuals must be taken
into account. (Note that this requirement is not necessarily equivalent
to Arrow’s condition of universal scope, since factors such as social-
isation may act so as to produce a degree of consensus in society,
thereby restricting the combinations of preferences that exist to a subset
of the logically possible set, so reducing the likelihood of failure of the
aggregative rule.)

(2) Each individual schedule of preferences must be given equal weight.
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Of course, the formal method of producing a decision is by voting, but
providing whatever necessary criteria we decide upon are met, any method
may be used. In non-voting situations, however, the outcome must be
identical to that which would have emerged had the preferences been
aggregated formally; that is, the result of ‘taking the sense of the meeting’,
say, must be as if a vote had been taken, if it is to be regarded as democratic.
Conversely, a decision in which the authorities acted upon the preferences
of only a small group in society would be highly undemocratic.

What is important for democracy, then, is (a) the ability of the individual
to be able to form and express a preference, (b) the translation of whatever
set of individual preferences happens to be expressed into a collective
policy, (c) the application of this collective policy to, or by, the authorities,
and these (and the way in which they operate) are what need to be
investigated empirically. Hence, the emphasis on rather limited measures
of participation (usually voting) in many empirical studies of democracy
can be misleading because they are only looking at one aspect of upward
control. Voting is just the formal method of measuring and aggregating
preferences — though this is not to say that voting is not an interesting area
of study in its own right. It should also be noted that, as implied by (c),
democracy is not just to do with deciding; how the collective decision is
acted upon is also included. Clearly the policy as implemented must impinge
upon all relevant individuals equally and must reflect the intentions implied
in the decision.

So far, I have implicitly assumed that what is being controlled is a set of
authorities and the policies they implement. Some writers, however, also
put emphasis upon the need for the demos to be able to control the ‘political
agenda’. Robert Dahl, in his book Dilemmas of Pluralist Democracy,
actually includes control of the agenda by the demos in his criteria for
democracy (1982, 6). However, the ‘agenda’ is a complex composite of the
general concerns of the demos, and specific matters which people feel ought
to be the subject of decisions, and the problem with this is that there is no
obvious mechanism by which the agenda may be controlled. Ideally, one
might say that the agenda which emerges should be the one that would
have emerged had it been possible to have a formal vote on it. More
practically, perhaps, the best we can do is to say that there should be no
barrier, or impediment, to the placing of issues on the agenda - i.e. there
should be an absence of veto on the part of any individual or group. This
question is an extremely subtle and difficult area to investigate empirically.
Further, it is not only the authorities and the agenda we must consider: the
contents of the decisions themselves must also conform to the democratic
principles. Decisions such as those restricting the democratic rights of
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certain groups, which clearly conflict with the principles of democracy,
must be ruled out too.

Thus, to conclude this section, while the election of government officials,
whether national, regional, or local, offers a limited method of controlling
those who wield political power (and, indeed, the desire for election and
re-election 1s itself an importan dimension of control), other processes may
also be important. How important they are will depend upon the nature of
the particular regime in question, though it is clear that they become more
and more important as the demos becomes larger, and as one moves from
asystem of direct democracy to a representative one, Thus, party processes,
in both one-party and multi-party systems, could also offer methods of
institutionalising forms of upward control, depending on the exact nature
of the processes. There is no contradiction in principle between the single-
party concept and that of democracy. What causes single-party regimes to
be largely undemocratic in practice is their failure to ensure the implemen-
tation of all the principles necessary for full democracy.

Interest-group systems may also be one of the more important sources
of upward control, though there is some doubt that the currently fashionable
neo-corporatist ideas constitute a move in the direction of democracy. One
of the characteristic features of neo-corporatism, as Crouch points out
(Crouch 1983), is the way in which organised interests constrain and
discipline their members both to promote their particular group interests
and for the sake of the general interest. That the organisational form of
nco-corporatist interest-group organisations, and the degree of control
exercised through them, is in reality little different from that of pluralist
interest-group organisations should not lead us to assume that, because we
tend to identify pluralism with democracy, neo-corporatism is therefore
democratic. Rather, we should regard those characteristic features of neo-
corporatism that are echoed in pluralist interest organisations as tending
to reduce democracy even in a purely pluralist context.?

Political Equality

The second principle of democracy is that of political equality. It is impor-
tant to recognise that we are talking about political equality, and not any
other kind of equality. Further, like *democracy’, ‘political equality’ is a
term of uncertain meaning. In his analysis of the concept, Ware has pointed
out that, although it is frequently used, the term is rarely analysed. He sees
political equality as ‘the distributive principle that is used to allocate values
in a democracy’ (Ware 1981, 392). This is some way from the sense in
which I shall be using the term. The criterion that a democratic government
might employ in evaluating policy alternatives (such as maximin or some
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other principle) is something analytically quite separate from the concept
of democracy. Indeed, the criterion may itself be determined by use of the
democratic process, and I contend that there is nothing inherent in the
concept of democracy which leads one to conclude that society should
adopt particular distributive principles. What Ware calls ‘political equality’
other writers simply call ‘equality’ (cf. Barry 1965, 119). I am concerned
with equality as it relates to how individuals and their preferences are
treated in the context of collective decision-making, and wish to establish
the principle that people should, for political purposes, be treated equally,
in the sense of consistently and in the same way.

The ideal of equality may be institutionalised in two respects. First, there
may be an equality of treatment of individuals in respect of the actual
processes of upward control; that is, all members of the demos are treated
as having political preferences of equal weight. May seems to argue (1978,
10) that this is the only intelligible sense of ‘equality’ in this context.

However, 1 would wish to add a second respect in which there must be
equality. The condition of equality may also be taken to imply that all
individuals have an equal right to perform those actions which are necessary
for the particular forms of upward control that exist, together with an equal
opportunity to exercise that right. How this equal opportunity is to be
created may be open to argument. Some may wish to argue that it entails
a system of welfare payments to ensure that, in practice, everyone has the
opportunity to exercise his or her rights. I would argue, however, for an
administrative solution - that is, the processes of upward control should be
organised such that the disadvantaged are not deprived of the opportunity
of exercising their rights. Of course, I am not arguing that there should
necessarily be particular rights and liberties, such as the rights to assemble,
to speak freely, to have equal access to information, and so on: I am simply
saying that whatever relevant rights there are should be accorded to citizens
equally. In most situations, of course, such rights would apply.

Douglas Rae and others have emphasised that,

Equality splits itself into many distinet notions, cach an element in its grammar. Equality’s
subject may be individual-regarding, bloc-regarding, or segmental; its domain may be
straightforward, marginal, or global; the idea of equality may be applied directly (equal
results) or may be a version of equal opportunity (which in turn may equate means or
prospects); equality may be based on uniform lots or on lots equally accommodating
differences; it may be absolute or relative (and, if relative, based on any of several distinct
notions of relative equality). (Rae et al. 1981, 132-133)

He argues that these distinctions must be combined with one another if
equality is to be made flesh. and that it is meaningless simply to specak of
‘equality for all js" without specifying how the distinctions apply to the
particular situation. Accordingly, 1 would say that, in Rae’s terms, the
equality I am referring to is simple individual-regarding equality (one class
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of equals, each the equal of the other), with the domain of account being
the rights necessary for the pursuance of upward control. The equality is
global in the sense that all individuals end up with the same rights, and
straightforward in the sense that there is a coincidence between the rights
which are accorded and those which are required for upward control. The
opportunity for participating in upward control is equal in the means-
regarding sense that all individuals have the same rights to participate in
this process, and also in the prospect-regarding sense that circumstances
must be such that they have the same probability of being able to exercise
their rights should they so choose. Since the rights accorded to each
individual are exactly the same, the equality is lot-regarding; since every
pair of individuals who are supposed to be equal at all are fully equal, the
equality may be said to be absolute.

Norms

In his book on democracy, Cohen (1973, 200) distinguishes between the
origins and the effects of actions in relation to democracy. A given action
may be undemocratic in origin, but may be democratic in effect, and vice
versa. A military government, for example, may arbitrarily impose a
democratic system, or a democratic society may choose to restrict the
voting rights of those citizens with IQs of less than 120. Cohen argues that
the question ‘Can a democracy act undemocratically?’ must be given an
unconditionally positive answer.

Of course, there may seem to be a sense in which this is so; clearly
all sorts of decisions may emerge from a given decision-making system.
However, if we ask the more precise guestion *Can a regime embodying
democratic principles act undemocratically (that is, perform actions which
negate those principles) and still be intelligibly referred to as a democ-
racy?’, I would argue that the answer 1s clearly not. To the extent that a
system makes a decision, however arrived at, which negates the democratic
principles, however defined, it may be said not to be exhibiting the charac-
teristics of democracy. In other words, as we have already seen, in a
democracy the subject matter of decisions which may be taken demo-
cratically is also constrained. The subject matter of democratic decision-
making does not have an unrestricted domain.

This i1s where the third principle of democracy comes in. I have rather
loosely referred to it as involving a requirement to behave democratically,
and this is meant to be interpreted in the sense that everyone should accept
that his or her behaviour, and the decisions resulting from that behaviour,
are limited by the first two principles. Of course, the only way of insti-
tutionalising this i1s through the legal system of the regime; but the legal
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system is not itself enough. There must also exist accepted norms to the
effect that decisions and behaviour are limited.

As we have seen, even within a so-called ‘democracy’, laws may be
promulgated that discriminate politically, intentionally, or unintentionally
against sections of the society. Thus, perfectly legal rules may have anti-
democratic entailments and implications; that is, they may just be anti-
democratic, or they may produce anti-democratic results under certain
conditions. Hence, under certain conditions individuals may be under a
democratically inspired moral imperative actually to break those laws. Such
actions, though law-breaking may still be held to be democratic and not
anti-democratic (Dowding & Kimber 1985, 28).

Further, no individual behaviour must go beyond the limits implied
by the principles of democracy, even if such behaviour falls within the
institutionalised and legal rules. Essentially, as 1 have stated above, this
second reason implies a general acceptance of the first two conditions
(upward control and equality) and constitutes a kind of meta-rule. We
may regard these behaviour rules as meta-rules over and above any actual
legal rules. When the meta-rules prohibit some action, even where the
institutional legal rules allow it, that action must be said to be anti-
democratic.

It follows from this third, normative, principle of democracy that not all
methods of resolving political problems and not all possible forms of
participation are acceptable. Of Barry's seven categories of means of
resolving disputes - coercion, debates, voting, bargaining, arbitration,
contests, and chance - we must rule out coercion immediately (Barry 1965,
92). The others would seem to be acceptable, providing that their use is
sanctioned by democratic means, and that their implementation is con-
sistent with the principles of democracy (for example, in a bargain there
must be a transfer of assets of equal value, or if they are unequal such an
arrangement must be entirely uncoerced). Similarly, with the categories ot
participation of Moyser et al. (p. 204, above), we must rule out the use of
political violence in a democracy.

The Definition

We are now in a position to draw the various threads together in order to
say more positively what democracy is.

Firstly, we need to be explicit about the criterion for citizenship — that
is, to specify which individuals are entitled to have their preferences
incorporated into the collective decision. Dahl’s definition (1982, 61) that
the demos should include all adults subject to its laws, except transients,
is a sensible approach, though there is room for argument about the age
of adulthood, and whether the insane should be included.
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Insanity is a particular problem here. At a theoretical level, it may be
possible to reach agreement that the insane should be excluded on the
grounds that they are not capable of rational thought, that they have no
realistic perception of the political questions being asked of them, and that
they are unable to form intelligible preferences about such questions.
However, in practice, the problem is one of how we test for these abilities,
and whether we can ensure that any test is applied justly.

With the young, the question simply seems to be: at what age can they,
as individuals formulate intelligible preferences about policy inde-
pendently? The ability to do this clearly varies from individual to individual,
and probably generally occurs at a lower age than is allowed for in most
political systems. The two problems are not different in principle, and it
may be possible to devise some method of testing for the ability to formulate
such preferences, but most societies would at least regard it as impractical
to have young people becoming part of the demos at different ages, and
would opt for an arbitrarily chosen age. My guess 1s that such testing might
show that 14 or 15 is about right.

Democracy. then, is that type of regime in which the demos, as defined,
exercises control over collective decisions in the sense that a given set of
freely expressed individual preferences, together with a given mechanism
for producing a collective decision from them, entail the outcome, which
1s then applied, where relevant, to all members of the demos.

The mechanism used in translating preferences into policy must treat all
individuals™ preferences as having equal weight. Further, all citizens must
be permitted to exercise those rights which are necessary for participation
in the processes of upward control, and they must actually be able to
exercise those rights if they so choose. Both the subject matter of decisions,
and the behaviour of individuals and groups, including the authorities,
must be constrained to the extent that they do not breach the rights and
opportunities all citizens have to contribute to the exercise of upward
control. There is no reason to think that any particular set of legal rules is
required to ensure this; indeed. cultural norms alone could suffice. How-
ever, this is most likely to be achieved by a mixture of legal provisions and
supportive cultural norms. Table 1 summarises these points.

It should be clear that with this approach it is neither necessary nor
possible to give a list of individual rights, such as the freedom to assemble,
freedom of speech, and so on, as is common in discussions of democracy.
This 1s so for two reasons. First, the necessary rights are implied by, and
thus follow from, the nature of the particular decision-making mechan-
ism(s) which prevail(s). Second, since there is no particular institutional
mechanism for arriving at the collective decision which is necessary for
democracy, there is not set list of rights which is appropriate for all
manifestations of democracy. In democracy individuals must be accorded
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Table 1. The Characteristics of Democracy.

(1) The demos consists in all pecople, except transients, wha are capable of
independent rational thought (in the weak sense defined) and of cxpresssing
preferences about public-policy proposals, and who are legally subject to any
of the collective decisions it produces.

(2) The preferences of individuals in the demos must be accorded equal weight by
the decision-making mechanism, and there must be no restrictions on the
placing of issues on to the political agenda, nor on political communication in

general,

{3) Collective decisions must be entailments of the preferences of individuals in
the demos and the mechanism used to arrive at those decisions.

(4 All citizens of the demos must have the right, and must actually be able, 1o

engage in those actions necessary to allow them freely to articulate their
preferences and to have them incorporated into the decision-making process.
Further, no policy adopted by the demos may reduce this right, nor may the
behaviour of individuals or groups be allowed to interfere with this right,

{3) All policies must be implemented so as to impinge on the relevant individuals
equally and to reflect the intention implied in the decision,

those rights necessary for the achievement of upward control, but need not
be accorded others. In practice, of course, it is likely that the usual rights
of free speech, free association, and so on, will be required.

One of the problems in defining democracy is distinguishing between
those considerations which form part of the meaning of democracy, and
those which are prerequisites for democracy. May’s definition of democracy
as Responsive Rule implies that some of the considerations here regarded
as part of the meaning of democracy should really be considered to be
prerequisites. However, it should be remembered that the approach here
derives from the prior question of what constitutes a regime, and the
particular Eastonian interpretation of the characteristics of a regime that
has been adopted.

Conclusion

| have argued that democracy, should not be seen as entailing a particular,
fixed pattern of institutional arrangements but is, rather, a set of principles,
worked out in practice in different ways in different contexts.

If follows that it is not useful to talk about absolute pre-conditions for
democracy (other than logically necessary ones); it depends on which
processes of democracy control are being used. In so far as there are
common patterns in the way democracy is manifested among a group of
systems, then it might be possible to identify certain pre-conditions for
democracy to flourish in those contexts. However, we should be cautious
about giving an exhaustive list of pre-conditions for democracy, in some
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Table 2. Conditions for Democeracy (Cohen 1973, Part Four).

(1) Material
(a) environmental (no deserts or impassable mountains)
(b) mechanical (council chambers, polling booths, ete.)
(&) cconomic
(i) equality
(ii) stability
(iii) level of well-being
(2) Constitutional
{a) freedom to participate in decision-making (e.g. voting)
{b) freedom of speech to propose and oppose
(¢} freedom of assembly
(3) Intellectual
{a) freedom of information (a free press, television, cic.)
(b} education
{c) the arts of conferral (developing the skills of communication)
(4)  Psychological
(a) Fallibilism (no beliel or doctrine is regarded as beyvond criticism)
(b} Experimentalism {(a willingness to try a variety of solutions 1o problems)
(¢) Criticism (attitudes to leaders must be critical)
(d} Flexibility (a disposition to accept change)
{¢)} Realism (a consciousness of the imperfection of human institutions)
() Compromise (a disposition to compromise differences)
{g) Tolerance
(h) Objectivity (taking ideas and events straightforwardly for what they are)
(i} Confidence (confidence in the ability 10 make collective decisions, i.e. 1o trust
the people to govern well in the long run)
(5) Protective
{a) Protection against external threats
(b) Protection against internal threats
(i) apgainst attack on the constitution
{ii) against attack on the process of participation

generalised sense, in the way that Cohen (1973, Part Four) seems to (see
Table 2). We may only usefully talk about the pre-conditions for a particular
manifestation of the principles of democracy (or for a set of similar mani-
festations); that is, we may talk about the pre-conditions for particular
processes of upward control to operate effectively in similar contexts.

Of course, some of Cohen’s categories are somewhat trivial, and others
are contentious. What, for example, is the role of the economy? Empirical
studies, as Sanders shows, are less than unanimous in this area {(Sanders
1981). Care needs to be exercised in interpreting some of the statistical
evidence: if X is correlated with democracy, is it a causally necessary pre-
condition, or merely an effect? Further, even if we grant that X is a pre-
condition, we need to be clear about what aspect of democracy it is a
pre-condition for: the birth of democracy, perhaps, or the stability of
democracy. The latter then opens a whole series of questions including
what we mean by ‘stability’.?
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The general approach offered in this paper differs from conventional
approaches partly in it putting more emphasis on democracy as a principle
underlying general political activity, and partly in the emphasis on the need
for norms limiting the behaviour of members in the system. This is absent,
for example, from Robert Dahl’s list of five ideal criteria for democracy in
his book Dilemmas of Pluralist Democracy (1982).

(1) Equality in voting.

(2) Effective participation.

(3) Enlightened understanding.
(4) Final control over the agenda.
(5) The inclusion of all adults.

Roughly speaking, (2) and (4) correspond to the criterion of upward
control, while (1), (3), and (5) correspond to the second criterion of political
equality. What is absent from Dahl’s list is the idea that there should be a
prevailing, accepted, norm to the effect that all behaviour should conform
to the requirements of these five criteria, which I believe to be an important
part of the meaning of democracy.

The three principles I have described suggest that democracy involves not
just limited government, but universal fimitation. Government is directly
limited through the principle of upward control, but individuals are limited
too, indirectly through upward control, and directly through the principle
of equality, and the acceptance of the meta-rules.

Of course, the idea of limitation in this context is not at all original, but
I do wish to make it clear how far I am willing to go in this respect. There
is much talk in the literature about limitations on the majority, and thus
of minority rights. Many authors seem to be willing to go much further
than I am in this respect. Giovanni Sartori (1987), for example, in a
recent reformulation of his classic study, asserts that: ‘'minority rights are a
necessary condition of the democratic process itself” (Sartori 1987, 33).

It is hard to dissent from this; but which minority rights? [ would argue
that the majority is only limited in respect of the pelitical rights necessary
for democracy, and not more than that. It may well be that a particular
group always constitutes a majority on all questions; in such a situation |
would require the minority to be protected in respect of its democratic
rights, but certainly not in respect of all possible policy decisions by the
majority, or even any non-democratically relevant decision. Of course, the
majority may well treat the minority unjustly in these other respects, but
this is a problem of justice and not of democracy. I would not wish to
define democracy in such a way that by definition a democratic society had
to be just, equal and so on, in all ways. As we have seen from history,
majorities can behave abominably (though we should not assume that they
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will always do so). Presumably we would want to allow the possibility of
asking the question "How just is this society?’ about different societies, all
of which meet the criteria of democracy to a given extent.

Of course, anything that intervenecs between the preferences of the
individual and the outcome, such that the individual’s preference is unable
to play its proper part (as discussed above) in the choice of the outcome,
is undemocratic. This implies that indirect systems of decision-making
violate the democratic principles to an extent (depending on their nature),
and we can say that the fewer the number of levels intervening between
the individual and the final decision, the more democratic the system. This
would seem to imply that decisions should be reached at the lowest level
possible. Further, the nature of the individual’s representation at higher
levels is relevant here; particularly, whether the system involves rep-
rescniatives or delegates. Although in principle there need be no difference
in democratic efficacy between the two, representatives (who have scope
to exercise their initiative, and may even ignore the manifest wishes of
their constituents) in practice are often less democratic than are delegates
who are bound to follow the collective wish of those who have mandated
them.

[t follows from this that, unlike our conceptualisation of political stability
(Dowding & Kimber 1983). democracy 1s not a dichotomous concept. In
the case of democracy, it does make sense to speak of political objects
being more, or less, democratic than others. Particular regimes will differ
in the extent to which they embody the principles of democracy in the
operation of their institutions. In practice it will be hard, perhaps impos-
sible, to find any regime anywhere which does not have some clements of
democracy.

This interpretation runs counter to some influential views of the concept.
Sartori (1987) seems to see democracy as a system having certain properties,
for example:

Democricy is a systent in which no one can choose himsell, no one can invest himself with

the power to rule and, therefore. no one can arrogate to himself unconditional and unlimited
power. (Sartori 1987, 206, emphasis added)

While this parallels my own line of argument about democracy involving
universal imitation, it hints at a fundamentally different approach to the
basic nature of the concept. Sartori believes that,

Under the quantitative impetus we are no longer prompted 1o ask what is (or is not) a

democracy: we are, instead, required to ask fo what degree, il any, a political system s a
democracy (p. 183, original emphases);

and he argues that,
variations within democracy or of democracy (relating to more and less democracy) require
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that we first establish to what they apply, that is, that we first decide what is, and what is
not, a democracy. {p. 185, original emphases)

The kind of approach for which 1 am arguing would lead us to conclude
‘that all the existing political systems are democracies, albeit to a lesser
and lesser degree’ (p. 184).

These quotations make clear the difference between us: Sartori seeks to
have the concept of ‘a democracy’ which he wishes to apply to various
systems, and within this category there can be variations (more and less
democracy). This leads to the USA and Britain, say, being seen as democ-
racies (though presumably not to exactly the same degree), while Cambodia
and Albania are clearly non-democracies. However, this sort of talk is easy
with these sorts of examples — but what of Argentina, Singapore, or
Nicaragua? The weakness in his position is ultimately revealed when he
asserts that political systems are ‘characterized by constitutive mechanisms
and principles that are cither present (albeit imperfectly) or absent (albeit
imperfectly)’ (p. 184).

If the same feature is imperfectly present in one system and imperfectly
absent in another, it is hard to see how that feature can form the basis of
an analytically useful categorisation.

The whole discussion scems founded upon the mistake of regarding
democracy as an entity. Is it really possible to give a sensible answer to the
question, ‘When did Britain become a democracy?” — presumably not in
1215, nor 1700; 18327 19187 19287 Some might argue that even now it is
not ‘a democracy’, with the media forbidden from reporting that which
may be reported in every other country in the world (including material
already in the public domain).” The variable way in which the principles
of democracy are manifested should make us® cautious about using phrases
such as ‘a democracy’, and this raises the question of how suitable the term
‘democracy’ is as the underlying concept in the classification of regimes
into categories such as ‘democracies’ versus ‘non-democracies’, and so on.
We might conceive a scale of democracy along which regimes might be
ordered, but the concept cannot provide a satisfactory means of making
distinctions between regimes. except by means of purely arbitrary cat-
egories.

Further, although I have referred to the possibility of a democratic
‘scale’, I should make it clear that this is simply a notional concept — one
which can never be developed. There 15 an important reason for this.
Democracy has been conceptualised as a set of principles underlying the
political process and which may be manifested in different ways in different
systems. It is the context in which the principles operate that will determine
the actual institutional arrangements. Individual preferences may have an
impact on the outcome in many ways, even in the same system. In order
to produce an overall ‘"democratic score’ for a given regime. we would not
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only have to be able to measure the degree to which the democratic
principles were embodied in the voting system, group activity, campaigning,
protesting, and so on (difficult certainly, perhaps impossible), but we would
also have to be able to combine these into some kind of weighted index.
This cannot be done, except purely arbitrarily. Thus, no meaningful single
measure of democracy can be constructed statistically. The empirical study
of democracy must ultimately be pursued in a more conventional and
qualitative manner.

Of course, the arguments in this paper have nothing to do with the
question of whether the most democratic system is actually practical or,
indeed, desirable. It does not help the discussion of democracy that nearly
everyone assumes that it is invariably "a good thing’. In the choice of
constitutional arrangements, many considerations come into play, and it is
quite rational for a society deliberately to choose a less than pure democratic
system as the one most suited to its needs and most likely to provide a
stable decision-making framework.
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