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

CRI TE R I A  FOR A DEMOCRATI C PROCESS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Democracy provides opportunities for:

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

4. Exercising final control over the agenda

5. Inclusion of adults

Meanwhile, you might begin to wonder whether the first four 

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

a democratic process?

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

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

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

members will not be politically equal.
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For example, if some members are given greater opportunities 
than others for expressing their views, their policies are more likely 
to prevail. In the extreme case, by curtailing opportunities for dis
cussing the proposals on the agenda, a tiny minority of members 
might, in effect, determine the policies of the association. The crite
rion of effective participation is meant to insure against this result.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

applicable to the government of a state?

Words About Words

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

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

type of association that is distinguishable by the extent to which 

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

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

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

the government of the state under whose jurisdiction they live. 

Throughout history, with rare exceptions, states have exercised 

their jurisdiction over people occupying a certain (or in some 

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

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

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

countries.

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

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

and legal philosophers would probably require enough paper to use 

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

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

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

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

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

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

developed primarily as means for democratizing the government of 
states.

Perhaps it bears repeating that as with other associations no state 

has ever possessed a government that fully measured up to the 

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

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

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

equal opportunities to participate, to gain an informed understand

ing of the issues, and to influence the agenda?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Why Democracy?

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

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

Until the twentieth century, most of the world proclaimed the supe
riority of nondemocratic systems both in theory and in practice. 
Until very recently, a preponderant majority of human beings—at 
times, all—have been subject to nondemocratic rulers. And the
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