POLS 2103 Australian Democracy

Lecture 2 : Democracy:  Paradoxes & Contradictions

· Primacy of the idea of popular sovereignty in democracy.

· Democracy is always subversive.

· Modern political democracy originates in French Revolution.

· Undemocratic nature of much of modern society – the workplace, the economy, etc
Vital question: Is democracy a means of bringing about agreement on what a government proposes to do, or that the government shall do what the people want?

The case against democracy: majoritarian argument; threat to property: modernist nonsense against the natural order; panders to the ignorant and selfish; against common sense.  
The contradictions of democratic capitalism: inherent tensions within the notion of liberal democracy – liberalism and democracy have different origins and different purposes. One elevates the individual, one elevates society; one advocates liberty, the other equality. Democracy, in its modern sense, has a quite different provenance from liberalism. The notion of popular sovereignty – that is, the principle that power should be exercised by the people, and having the core value of equality – is not only different from the liberal emphasis of individual liberty and the rule of law, but is in many ways directly opposed to it. (At a most basic level, do individual rights take precedence over broader social rights? A liberal would answer yes, a democrat no).

Ruling class: The very notion of a ruling class is quite incompatible with democracy. Unless rulers derive their authority from the people - who can also take it away -  then there is no real democracy. The idea of a ruling class is still very much with us.The proposition that the people – the demos – are capable of governing themselves still has its opponents.

What is economic freedom? Is it the freedom to repress others? Douglas Lummis, (Radical Democracy, 1996) : Economic development is anti-democratic in that it is the expansion of a sphere of life from which democracy and democratic principles are excluded. Economic liberty is not the same as personal liberty; indeed, it can be the enemy of personal liberty. 

Assault on popular sovereignty: Since the 1970s, we have experienced in the western world an ongoing and sustained assault on popular sovereignty, most notably under Ronald Reagan in the United States, Margaret Thatcher in Britain, and locally under John Howard in Australia. This is the free market, the neoliberal ascendancy at work, heavily under the influence of liberals such as Hayek who has argued that “Democracy is essentially a means, a utilitarian device for safeguarding internal peace and individual freedom.” What that means, essentially, is that democracy is OK just as long as it does not endanger liberal institutions – but to be quickly discarded when it does. The Trilateral Commission – set up by the US banker David Rockefeller and comprising representatives of big business and government in the US, Europe and Japan – commissioned a report published in 1975 called The Crisis of Democracy, (available in entirety on course website) to which I referred earlier. What it argues, essentially, is that there is too much democracy; that society has become ungovernable and that popular sovereignty and the idea of “rights” need to be wound back. That has provided the blueprint for the modern world, for globalization, for the liberal ascent over democracy.

Radical democracy: Participatory and deliberative democracy: At the heart of radical democracy, according to Cohen and Fung, is the need for "a more deliberative democracy in which citizens address public problems by reasoning together about how best to solve them—in which no force is at work... ‘except that of the better argument.'" The second thing that radical democracy requires is a "broader participation in
public decision-making... because shifting the basis of political contestation from organized money to organized people is the most promising antidote to the influence conferred by wealth."And there we have the two main ideas that are at the core of the concept of radical democracy - Deliberation and Participation.

