Lecture 1: An Introduction to Democracy
Difficulty of definition
 It is a term that some philosophers like to call “an essentially contested concept”. In other words, what you mean by democracy is not necessarily what I mean. Linguistically, the word simply means government by the people. It derives from the Greek demos (the people) and kratos (meaning rule). Democracy, then, is the name of a political form in which the people have power. But this tells us next to nothing. In fact, it raises more problems than it solves. Who, for example, are the people?  All or some? If not all, which ones? What do we mean by rule? And should the people have power? By what set of institutions could it be guaranteed? Democracy, then, is a word rather than a proposition. It is not the name of any particular arrangement of political or economic situations. It describes an idea, not a method for achieving it. 

Essential requirements of a democratic system: 
First, it must be able to elicit as accurately as possible the opinion of as many people as possible as to who will be their representatives in a parliament or assembly and on how the state ought to be governed. This is representative democracy. For this to happen there must be, at the very minimum, universal suffrage, political parties, and the organization of free voting and accurate electoral rolls in fair and uncorrupt elections at relatively frequent intervals. Second, the system must provide some means of ensuring that those chosen by the public do in fact do what the electorate wants them to do or that they can be replaced if they do not, even between elections. This of course adds yet another dimension or layer of complexity. Its fulfilment requires that there be a method of supervising the work of governments, of keeping them in constant contact with public opinion – in the memorable words of the late Don Chipp – “keeping the bastards honest”. In other words, the process of government in a democracy is essentially a dialogue between rulers and ruled.
Issue of participation 
An important element in democratic thinking is inclusion – or at least the right to be included if you so wish. However, no political system, democratic or otherwise, at any stage of recorded history has ever provided for all the people even to choose their government, much less to exercise power or even participate in it. In different ages, in different countries, there have always been people excluded from citizenship, and thus from being empowered to enjoy and exercise whatever democratic right existed.
Democracy as an ideal 

Democracy is first and foremost an ideal; it is a set of aspirations. Its critics – and they are many - call it Utopian. E. H. Carr wrote almost 60 years ago, that ‘mass democracy’ was often spoken of, but in fact had not yet arrived.

To speak today of the defence of democracy as if we are defending something which we knew and had possessed for many decades or many centuries is self-deception and a sham…The criterion must be sought not in the survival of traditional institutions, but in the question where power resides and how it is exercised. 

Liberal democracy: a tension
A generally unacknowledged source of tension in modern western society is that between democratic and non-democratic authority, and this is embodied to some extent in the awkward term, liberal democracy, used to describe societies such as ours. Liberalism is individualistic; democvacy is ergalitarian.
Three key characterictics
One is that democracy is always a work in progress, a project that by its very nature is always incomplete.

Two is that democracy, wherever it is found, is indescribably fragile; a mere candle flicker in a howling gale. It is always in need of protection and defence.

Three, is that democratic advance will always be resisted. It is never popular with everybody. It always has determined enemies.

Origins

The idea originated in Athens in the fifth and fourth centuries BC – rule by the common people, kratos by the demos. But we should note here that the concept of the demos – the people – is as inclusive as it might appear at first glance: it did not include women or slaves, both of whom were thought to be naturally inferior to male citizens. The ancient Greeks organized their democracy around three essential qualities – and these hold as good today as they did then (even if they are not always practised):

· Transparency of decision-making;

· Publicity of debate; and

· A guarantee of information about public affairs to all citizens

Why Democracy?

Why should we support democracy? Is it worthy of our support? More specifically, why should we favour democracy as a means of governing the state.

And the state, remember, is a unique association whose government possesses a quite extraordinary capacity for ensuring compliance with its rules – force, coercion and even violence.

Is there, perhaps, a better way?

Robert Dahl puts it nicely when he says that democracy produces desirable consequences. In comparison with any feasible alternative to it as a form of government, Dahl identifies several advantages.

1. Avoiding tyranny

2. Essential rights

3. General freedom

4. Self-determination

5. Moral autonomy

6. Human development

7. Protecting essential personal interests

8. Political equality

Polyarchy is a political order distinguished by the presence of seven institutions, all of which must exist for a government to be classified as a polyarchy.


1. Elected officials. Control over government decisions about policy is constitutionally vested in elected officials.


2. Free and fair elections. Elected officials are chosen in frequent and fairly conducted elections in which coercion is comparatively uncommon.


3. Inclusive suffrage. Practically all adults have the right to vote in the election of officials.


4. Right to run for office. Practically all adults have the right to run for elective offices...


5. Freedom of expression. Citizens have a right to express themselves without the danger of severe punishment on political matters broadly defined, including criticism of officials, the government, the regime, the socioeconomic order, and the prevailing ideology.


6. Alternative information. Citizens have a right to seek out alternative sources of information. Moreover, alternative sources of information exist and are protected by laws.


7. Associational autonomy. To achieve their various rights, including those listed above, citizens also have a right to form relatively independent associations or organizations, including independent political parties and interest groups.

Popular power
But to sum up, I think we can say that at the root of all definitions of democracy – however refined, however complex, however ambiguous – lies a single idea, and that idea is popular power. Within this idea is a situation in which power – and perhaps authority, too – rests with the people – the demos.

