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Introduction: Why should we care about democracy?

‘If we just scratch the surface a little in the established democracies, the complacency that prevails there soon appears unwarranted.’



It might seem quite redundant to ask why we should care about democracy. Most of the people who read this book will be living in a democracy, or at least in a state that claims to be one. Most of them will go about their business every day not giving much thought to the democratic institutions by which their lives are governed. They will assume that the political arrangements involved are not going to change much any time soon and, despite the occasional gripe, that they are more or less acceptable, and certainly not worth fighting over when there are better things in life to be concerned with and to strive for. Democracy is a given in their lives, whether or not they think it performs well for them or not – in fact, their form of democracy performs well enough to make them relatively unconcerned about what that democracy actually consists of, where it is heading, or even whether it needs their help in order for it to thrive or survive.

There might be many causes that still rouse the public of the Western democracies to activism, to demonstrate, and to donate their time and money, but democracy itself, generally speaking, is not one of them. This seems to be the obvious conclusion of the decline in percentages of the electorate voting in elections over the last few decades, and the falling away from traditional political parties. Complacency, even apathy – not commitment – appears to be the dominant attitude.
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There are good, empirical reasons why people living in democracies today might think that they need do little, if anything, to keep them going – as democracies. The greatest threats to democracy have been on the retreat since the middle of the twentieth century. The anti-democratic Axis Powers of National Socialist Germany, fascist Italy and imperial Japan were defeated in 1945 and subsequently transformed into democracies. Quasi-fascist dictatorships that suppressed democratic movements in the developing world – and also in southern Europe – have largely been replaced by regimes that at least claim to adhere to democratic standards, and many of them are recognized by other democracies as such. In 1989 the world of Soviet-dominated communism, which saw itself as an opponent of at least Western-style democracy, collapsed. Most of the states of the former communist world have been transformed into democracies, or at least states claiming democratic status – not least Russia itself. Further revolutionary change in states such as South Africa and Indonesia in the 1990s brought more states into the community of democracies. In sub-Saharan Africa there has been an encouraging trend as countries such as Ghana and Nigeria have returned to democratic rule, with successive elections determining the transfer of power. The Arab Spring of 2011 has furthered this trend, leaving relatively few states that do not at least pretend to being democracies.

The current Community of Democracies, an international organization founded in 2000 to strengthen the global democratic cause, currently has over a hundred participants, and one example of the success of global democratization is that the current presiding state in the Community of Democracies is Mongolia. The Democracy Index of 2010 from the Economist Intelligence Unit had 78 full or ‘flawed’ democracies, and another 36 ‘hybrid regimes’ that might still be classed as democratic – along with another 53 ‘authoritarian regimes’ that could not be (despite what they might claim). Freedom House currently lists 117 out of the world’s 195 nation-states as ‘electoral democracies’, which makes 60 per cent of the total. As recently as 1989 the equivalent figure was 69 out of 167, only 41 per cent. The significant expansion of democratic government across the globe in the last three decades might explain some of the public’s complacency concerning democracy.

That still leaves a substantial number of countries where there is either no democracy, or only a limited form of it. The Democracy Index of 2010 listed only 25 out of 167 countries as full democracies, a mere 15 per cent of the world’s countries, and covering only 11 per cent of the world’s population. Even including ‘flawed democracies’ only bumps this up to 48 per cent of the world’s population living under something properly called democracy. According to the Democracy Index, (just) over half the world’s population still lives in countries that do not merit the democratic tag. Some major countries have been slipping backwards of late. Russia used to be seen as a hybrid regime, but is now classed by the Democracy Index as an authoritarian regime. (Freedom House concurs in seeing Russia as ‘not free’.) Western democratic complacency would therefore appear to be misplaced. It all depends on how you read the figures and define what counts as a democracy – other measures are more optimistic. Nonetheless, there is still, in 2013, a long way to go before the world truly is ‘safe for democracy’.

The places where there is the most enthusiasm for democracy today are those countries where democracy has not yet arrived, such as Burma, or those where it is still trying to get a firm foothold, such as Egypt. In such countries’ populations there is little of the complacency found in established, ‘safe’ democracies, precisely because the presence and efficacy of the democratic system is, clearly, not so self-evident or unchallenged. Democracy appears to be something you really care for most in its absence. There might be a honeymoon period, but once you have had it for a time there seems little reason to care about it – or so history seems to show.
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The recent experience of the Arab Spring has shown that it takes a great deal of struggle, effort and also persuasion to overcome and replace non-democratic systems with recognizably democratic ones. One problem is that democracy is rarely the only option for replacing the old regime, and it is often unclear which is the truly democratic path. In Egypt the verdict is still out as to whether the army’s dismissal of the democratically elected, but Islamist-dominated, Morsi government in July 2013 destroyed the democratic process begun in Tahrir Square, or saved it from destruction at the hands of anti-democratic religious fundamentalism. In Syria the cause of democracy appears to have been all but lost in what has become an increasingly vicious civil war – only time will tell if some form of democracy can emerge from this chaotic conflict. As we speak, people are fighting for democracy, but it is not clear that they are all fighting for the same thing; nor is it clear in many of these instances that they are winning. It bears repeating: over half the world’s population still lives in countries that, under well-respected definitions, do not qualify as democracies.
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If we just scratch the surface a little in the established democracies, the complacency that prevails there soon appears unwarranted. In Europe there is currently much frustration with the functioning of democratic institutions, especially on the transnational level of the European Union. Discussions about the ‘democratic deficit’ have been going on for many years, concerning the fact that the European Union is a union of governments rather than peoples, with no effective, Europe-wide democratic control of the ‘Eurocrats’ in Brussels. In the last few years, however, this low-level dissatisfaction has been brought to boiling point by the euro crisis, which has severely tested the collective resolve, and the power, of the governments of the Union to keep their finances afloat. The financial crisis has brought down a string of national governments within the Union, including Ireland, Spain, Portugal, Italy and, most notoriously, Greece. It has at times tested the ability of democratic systems to manage financial survival, and it has brought into question the relationship of the power of the people (democracy) with the power of the financial markets (plutocracy) in ways few would have thought possible in Europe a decade ago.

The current sense is that the worst is over, but many remain deeply unhappy about both their national governments and the effect of the European Union and its leading members on their economic wellbeing. Germany might be praised by some for providing the framework and capital for a new, more integrated European financial system, eventually, but it is also detested by large swathes of southern Europe for its ungenerous, nationally selfish approach to a European problem. If there was a ‘democratic deficit’ in Europe before the euro crisis, there are many now in the southern European states who doubt there is any democracy at all when it comes to European affairs, and precious little that democracy can do even at home to counter foreign, moneyed interests. Europhobic nationalism is also on the rise, most notably in Viktor Orbán’s Hungary. All is not well in democratic Europe.

On the other side of the Atlantic, American democracy is not faring all that well either. The Supreme Court selected the President in 2001, after the very closely contested Bush vs. Gore election had been left hanging by a hanging chad. The reaction to the terrorist attack of 11 September 2001 led to a serious curtailment of many of the civil liberties of which Americans were justly proud. The election of Barack Obama as the first African American to be President in 2008 was a remarkable milestone, but so was, in its own way, the Supreme Court’s ruling in the Citizens United case, which gave virtually free rein to corporations and the wealthy to pay for political propaganda anonymously. The full effect of this ruling was felt in the mid-term elections of 2010. These elections often favour the party out of power, but the stunning gains of the Republicans in the elections to the House of Representatives were greatly aided by the vastly disproportionate funding their candidates and political allies enjoyed due to Citizens United.

Immense efforts by the Democrats to come near to matching Republican fundraising for the 2012 Presidential election, and a poor Republican candidate in Mitt Romney, did result in the re-election of Obama (by a margin of about 3.8 per cent). The selection of severely right-wing candidates by the Republicans in several Senate races also led to more Democrats being elected to the Senate than had been thought possible a few months earlier. To that extent, the huge funding advantage of the right wing – for instance Karl Rove’s Crossroads organization – did not achieve its potential, but it did mean that the election was probably closer than it would have been without Citizens United and in the House of Representatives the Republicans retained their majority quite comfortably, with only minor losses. The funding advantage explains part of this, but the striking fact is that Democratic House candidates received a million more votes from the electorate than their Republican counterparts did, with only two parties competing. Things being equal, the Democrats should have won the House as well, but things were not equal, because enough Republican-dominated state governments (the result of 2010) had gerrymandered their states’ electoral districts to ensure a large Republican advantage. In Pennsylvania, Democrats had more votes (about 80,000 more) than Republicans, but took only 5 of the 18 House seats allotted to the state, with the Republicans walking away with 13.

Perhaps such malfunctioning of the US democratic process would not be so bad if other aspects were working well. The sort of mechanical voting problems that proved so fatal in the 2000 election did reoccur, but without the same impact, because the election was not quite so close. Much more worrisome is that the party that profited most from the funding disequilibrium and from the rigging of electoral districts, the Republicans, is also dominated at this time by Tea Party right-wing ideologues who have an overtly confrontational understanding of how the American democratic system works, and little interest in compromise. The constant game of ‘fiscal chicken’ that now passes for democratic politics in America is seriously impairing the ability of the most powerful democracy in the world to function properly.

There are brighter spots in the democratic community at the moment. The economic growth of India and Brazil has boosted those countries’ democratic characters as well. In the summer of 2013 demonstrations in Brazil, calling for less corruption and more effective public services, can be seen as a positive sign of this democratization. The same might be said about recent demonstrations in Turkey, and the overall positive democratic record in the Muslim-majority states of Turkey and Indonesia also offers hope that the supposed ‘clash of civilizations’ between a theocratic Islam and a democratic West is more a mind-cramp of academics on the neo-conservative Right in America than an inevitable political reality.
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On the other hand, the most successful economy in the world today in terms of growth is the People’s Republic of China. With roughly 20 per cent of the world’s population (approximately 1.4 billion), China is soon slated to be also the world’s largest economy. Its leaders portray their communist system, in reality a form of dirigiste oligarchy, as a more effective alternative to Western democracy. Others in the developing world, and even some in the developed world, look to the Chinese model as either superior to Western democracy, or at least as having many lessons to offer. If China’s communist ideology is too much to swallow, there is also the more Western, but non-democratic, model of Singapore, a sort of neoliberal authoritarian regime that gets the job done, and runs society humanely and efficiently, from above.

The economic success of these non-democratic models, and the large capital resources that China has amassed in recent years, have lent them both prestige in the developing world, and in China’s case has led to a vast increase of economic and hence political influence in many African states. If one also remembers that the state with the largest petroleum reserves is an absolute theocratic monarchy, Saudi Arabia, unlikely to change much in the near term, and the country with the second largest nuclear arsenal is ‘not free’ Russia, then it is clear that democracy has not entirely seen off its ideological or geopolitical rivals (friendly or otherwise). Democracy might be in the ascendant, but it is not as secure a governing principle as some might think. It is malfunctioning in many of its most established centres, and it still faces challenges from apparently viable alternative systems. There is a lot to concern us about democracy, even in 2013.

That democracy is not as simple or effective a governing system as we would like it to be is not a new insight. Winston Churchill, notoriously, made the point in an Armistice Day speech in the House of Commons in 1947: ‘No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise. Indeed, it has been said that democracy is the worst form of government except all those other forms that have been tried from time to time.’ And there is the rub. We might not have much respect for the democratic process – when it works we might ignore it, and when it does not work we might harbour grudges against it – but it turns out that it is – by far –the best system available.

The purpose of this book is thus not only to act as a guide to the career, character and reality of democracy. It is also to show that we definitely ought to care about democracy, because this being the least bad system available is not the mere product of happenstance, or of practical experience. Rather, it is a fundamental, one might say self-evident, truth in the political and moral universe we inhabit in the modern age. Some form of what we call democracy is the best way of achieving the common good of all on a moral basis, now and in the future.

As a start, it would help if we knew what we were actually talking about: What do we mean by democracy?
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