"The effective operation of a democratic political system usually requires some measure of apathy and non-involvement on the part of some individuals and groups."
-Report on the Governability of Democracies to the Trilateral Commission

Individualism ... disposes each member of the community to sever himself from the mass of his fellows and to draw apart with his family and his friends, so that after he has thus formed a little circle of his own, he willingly leaves society at large to itself. ... Individualism, at first, only saps the virtues of public life; but, in the long-run, it attacks and destroys all others, and is at length absorbed in downright selfishness. 

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America
1835, Second Book, Chapter II. 

Take in Hamilton/Maddison+ Sawer Intro
Lecture 4: Is democracy in crisis?
Never before have there been so many democracies in the world or so many competitive elections conducted at national, subnational and regional levels. Democracy is now prescribed as inseparable from good governance, a recipe for accountability and an antidote to corruption. At the same time, the older established democracies are suffering from disenchantment with politicians and political parties, falling voter turnout and citizen disengagement. Between elections executive government often seems to disregard parliament and ride roughshod over demands for accountability and transparency. Some argue that popular engagement with politics in the old democracies remains high but is expressed in different ways—for example, through political consumerism, internet activism and local action on the environment and climate change. Is democracy flourishing and taking new forms in the 21st century or is 'government of, by and for the people', hollow at the core, with 'the people' turning their backs on it?

You might recall in an earlier lecture that I drew your attention to a book published in 1975, The Crisis of Democracy, which is available in its entirety on the website. Or to give it its full title: The Crisis of Democracy: Report on the Governability of Democracies to the Trilateral Commission.
This book, I suggested, has been very influential. It has provided the effective blueprint for much of the world since then – the so-called neo-liberal revolution embraced by Reagan in the US and Thatcher in the UK along with many other leaders such as Hawke and Keating in Australia and more recently, and more fervently, John Howard.

The crisis of democracy identified in the book was that there was simply too much of it. It had to be wound back; the expectations – and involvement – of the people had to be lessened.

According to the report, a crisis of democracy can occur when the populace becomes too well-informed about the true goals and motivations of its rulers and begins to demand that those in power shift their focus from self-aggrandizement to providing for the people's common needs.

It is worthwhile unpacking for a moment some of the key arguments.

At the time of writing it was standard belief that the so-called "liberal media" had contributed greatly to the recent loss of the United States' war of aggression against South Vietnam, thus the authors’ fears of a media too willing to report the truth. 

(The reality of the situation was, of course, that the major media entirely fulfilled their roles as the state propaganda machine during the war and they have continued to do so.) 

Another condition creating excess democracy can arise when "previously passive or unorganized groups in the population," like "blacks, Indians, Chicanos, white ethnic groups, students and women" become "organized and mobilized in new ways to achieve what they considered to be their appropriate share of the action and of the rewards." 

A third feared source of excess democracy was the intellectuals whose questioning of official power tended to cause "a breakdown of traditional means of social control" by undermining "those institutions which have played the major role in the indoctrination of the young."
The recommended course of action to stave off potential "crises of democracy" (which, we can see, can be read as "meaningful democracy") was firstly to threaten media which didn't maintain a "standard of professionalism" with state regulation, secondly to shift the focus of higher education toward the elite's economic and political goals, thirdly to institute "a program...to lower the job expectations of those who receive a college education" and fourthly to address just enough of the demands of organized labor to keep them quiet.

Since 1975 it has been the overt, written policy of the governments of the major capitalist countries to prevent a crisis of democracy by encouraging and enabling citizen apathy. After all, "order depends on somehow compelling newly mobilized strata to return to a measure of passivity and defeatism... At least temporarily the maintenance of order requires a lowering of newly acquired aspirations and levels of political activity."
Are you starting to get the drift? It is worth reading.
Here is a key quote from the book. From a democratic standpoint the view expressed here is sinister in the extreme.

"The effective operation of a democratic political system usually requires some measure of apathy and non-involvement on the part of some individuals and groups."
-Report on the Governability of Democracies to the Trilateral Commission

This is just the sort of environment in which a creeping authoritarianism can take root and flourish. And 13 years ago when John Howard implored the Australian people to feel “relaxed and comfortable”, he was saying something very similar. That is: “Don’t even think about politics. It will only make you worry.” In other words: Don’t get involved.

There is something eerily reminiscent here of the former Portuguese dictator, Antonio Salazar, (1926-1968) who used to exhort his people to leave the politics to him and focus their attention on what he called the three Fs of national life:  Fado (the urban music style), Fatima (the famous sighting of the Virgin Mary in 1917) and football. (This, in itself, raises questions about the role of religion and popular culture in the service of the ruling class, even if only as distractions).
Of course, Howard was not Salazar: I don’t want to push that analogy too far, but the point I want to make is that leaders of most persuasions simply do not want the people getting involved in politics. Or, even worse, making demands.

So, a vital way in which we can make an evaluation of the state of democracy in a given society is to seek to measure both the extent and manner of participation – a most important, but often overlooked, element in a democracy. And I will come to that later in this lecture.      
The influence of The Crisis of Democracy is still being felt today. It has led to a pronounced reduction in the role of government – and a consequent reduction in the public space - under a variety of guises:– economic rationalism, deregulation, privatisation to name just the more common ones.

It raises an important question: who really rules?

Some sixty or more years ago, on the eve of the election to office of the reforming Labour government in Britain, the prominent socialist Nye Bevan, who designed the national health service,  sounded a note of caution to supporters on the left whose hopes were running unrealistically high. In practice, he said, the state was incapable of exercising control over business; indeed, the disparity of power was such that “most decisions should suit the needs of profit-making.” 

A later Labour colleague in the 1960s, Richard Crossman, who kept and published detailed Cabinet diaries, recorded how a major foreign-owned oil company wanted to build a refinery on the English coast. The people did not want it, the local members of parliament did not want it, and the Cabinet did not want it – yet it was approved because ministers did not want to be seen saying “no” to a big foreign investor.

Here in Australia, the late Jim Cairns, regarded by many as a lion of the left,  was clear eyed about what it meant to be on the left and just what the limitations were. In an address to the Labor Party national conference at Terrigal in 1975, Dr Cairns, then Federal Treasurer, acknowledged that capitalism was exploitative and left many human desires unfulfilled, but the reality was that most people depended on the private sector for employment, and much of that sector was controlled by multi-national corporations.

“I know, therefore, that we must follow policies generally in the interests of the private sector,” he conceded.

The crisis today – I would suggest – is that there is not enough democracy – meaningful democracy.

This so-called democratic deficit is felt over much of the world; its real danger lies in the fact that it leads to people becoming disillusioned with the political system, and the social system which it is supposed to serve, and apathetic and cynical about democracy and its institutions.

Satisfaction with democracy (Australia, Queensland, NSW) 

	 
	Australia %
	Queensland %
	NSW % (w)

	 
	‘How proud are you of Australia in … the way democracy works?’
	‘On the whole, … how well does democracy work in Australia today?’ [adapted from 0-10 scale] 
	‘On the whole, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the way democracy works in Australia?’ 
	‘Overall, how satisfied are you with the way democracy currently works in Australia?’ 

	Very
	24.5
	37.2
	10.0
	12.3

	Fairly
	53.1
	38.5
	68.0
	50.8

	Satisfied 
	77.6
	75.7
	78.0
	63.1

	Not very
	13.0
	13.7
	13.0
	24.8

	Not at all
	2.7
	4.7
	7.0
	9.9

	Not satisfied 
	15.7
	18.4
	20.0
	34.7

	No opinion
	6.8
	6.0
	2.0
	2.1

	Total
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0

	Source:
	Australian Survey of Social Attitudes 2003 (n=2130)
	Australian Survey of Social Attitudes 2005 (n=1889)
	Qld survey 2001 (n=301)
	NSW survey 2005 (n=502)



If a form of government that is supposed to give power, however limited, to the people is failing to secure the people’s confidence then something is, I would suggest, very wrong indeed.

Democracy, as we have seen, however elusive its definition might be, simply a state form – nothing less and nothing more.

It is also not fixed as a political form for once and for all. It can adapt and be adapted.

But let me introduce a proposition here – an idea that might sound quite preposterous at first glance. Is democracy compatible with government?  

It is usual for us to think of democracy and government going hand in hand – but are they in fact contradictory?

This could conceivably be argued in the case of representative democracy as we have it: the voter elects the government and the government gets on with the job in the way it sees fit, never mind what the voter thinks 
Direct democracy, as we have seen, has given way to representative democracy, which is how we understand the term today – but how well are we – and by we, I mean the people - served by the minimal participation we currently have in this form of government?

Democracy, as we have seen, is always fragile. It cannot hope to survive and flourish, and with it humanity as a whole, without considering far more seriously than has been done previously, the necessary relationship between democracy as a political system, and civil society as a network of everyday associations, intimately connected to that system. (Ginsborg, p. 165)
It would be foolish to ignore this relationship, or pretend that civil society and democratic policies are somehow in opposition to one another. There may be, and there are, tensions between the two, but they are essentially creative tensions from which democracy can, and should, benefit.
The people, in their social associations, should be part of the system, not outside it and even worse, alienated from it.

And another thing that is too often overlooked when discussing democracy: families. Now we have all heard of “working families” and also “dysfunctional families”, but where do families fit into the democratic picture?

Certainly, they are part of the political discourse. Political parties pitch to them; they are all pro-family, or so they say (whatever that means); they are even the primary target of entire election campaigns. So they must be important to democracy.

In its theorising of the relationship between governments and families, neoliberalism has always had a very clear idea: democratic states were not to ‘nanny’ their citizens. Too much publicly-funded facility, too much social welfare would simply breed dependence on the state, and deprive families and individuals of a necessary sense of enterprise and self-sufficiency.

In any case, argued the neoliberals, the state had no right to intervene in the private domain of families, and even if it wanted to the steadily rising cost of welfare made it prohibitive. (And keeping down welfare keeps down taxes).

The net result of this all over the democratic world where neoliberalism has triumphed, there has been a major shift towards states delegating to families rather than providing for them. Families have been thrown increasingly on their own resources.
The neoliberal state, in this highly sensitive area of relations between families, civil society and the state, effectively invites families to sink or swim; the choice is theirs.

This has a purpose behind it; in fact it has a twofold political purpose:

1. It encourages families to think, more or less exclusively, in private terms (private health care, private schools, private parks, private beaches, and so on)

2. It negates the very essence of modern civil society in the sense of it being constituted of ‘bridging’ groups dedicated to social solidarity, social equity and diffusion of power.

What this means in practice is that families are detached from a broader social mainstream by being forced to think inwards not outwards; they thus become firmly anchored in a spiral of survival which revolves around ‘work and spend’. They are reduced to units of consumption.

This has been a pattern across much of the world, Australia included.

We are repeatedly and constantly told that this is the way things are. Margaret Thatcher had a term: TINA – There Is No Alternative.

But if we think for a moment – and democrats should always look for alternatives – what sort of policies could a democratic state adopt that would promote a different sort of dynamics between itself, civil society and families?

The Scandinavian experience offers a clue or two. Since 1976, for example, in Finland, the state has granted parents of children under the age of four the right to shorten their working day by two hours, and Sweden has done the same for parents of children under ten. And we have only started to think about work-life balance.
But how well do we care for families? Is there really the institutional support for them? What is there for a family in crisis? Does it suffer alone? Why do we constantly hear of families imploding – news reports of inexplicable family crimes, of children killing parents, of mothers killing babies, of men killing whole families?

This has a lot to do with a lack of social connectedness; it should be a primary concern of any government that calls itself democratic. This is what we mean by a vibrant public domain – a domain that includes rather than excludes.

Measuring democracy
To describe a society as democratic is not a very useful guide to public policy formulation.  It is about as useful as inferring personal characteristics from the fact that somebody is described as a Christian.

Democracy, as we have seen, is hard to define. But we can measure it. The Swedish-based Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) has over many years developed an international framework that can effectively measure the extent and health of a democracy anywhere.
The indicators derive from four basic principles—political equality, popular control of government, civil liberties and human rights and the quality of public deliberation.
These are the guiding threads of a democracy assessment.

By popular control we mean popular control over public decision-making and decision-makers.

By political equality we mean equality of respect and voice between citizens in the exercise of that control. 

For many democratic theorists the quality of public deliberation is the key to democratic legitimacy. Quality is measured by the inclusiveness of public debate, the respect offered to differing perspectives and the preparedness to change positions after hearing a full range of evidence and argument. 
This deliberative aspect of politics applies to institutions such as parliament, parties, and the legal system, but also extends into the media and more informal political interactions such as those involving non-governmental organisations. Although parliament is the defining institution of representative democracy, and takes its name from 'speaking', it does not necessarily fulfil the standard of inclusive and respectful public deliberation.

Civil liberties need no explanation.
The framework derives seven mediating values from the two key democratic

principles of popular control and political equality. 
• Participation. Without citizen participation, and the rights, the

freedoms and the means to participate, the principle of popular control

over government cannot begin to be realized.
• Authorization. The starting point of participation is to authorize public

representatives or officials through free and fair electoral choice,

and in a manner which produces a legislature that is representative of

the different tendencies of public opinion.
• Representation. If different groups of citizens are treated on an equal

footing, according to their numbers, then the main public institutions

will be socially representative of the citizen body as a whole.
• Accountability. The accountability of all officials, both to the public directly

and through the mediating institutions of parliament, the courts,

the ombudsman and other watchdog agencies, is crucial if officials are

to act as agents or servants of the people rather than as their masters.
• Transparency. Without openness or transparency in government, no

effective accountability is possible.
• Responsiveness. Responsiveness to public needs, through a variety of

institutions through which those needs can be articulated, is a key

indication of the level of controlling influence which people have over

government.
• Solidarity. While equality runs as a principle through all the mediating

values, it finds particular expression in the solidarity which

citizens of democracies show to those who differ from themselves at

home, and towards popular struggles for democracy abroad.
The overall structure of the assessment framework is derived from the

democratic principles and mediating values to include four main pillars,

each of which has further divisions used to organize 90 search questions (15 overarching questions and 75 specific questions) that form the core of democracy assessment. (Assessing the Quality of Democracy: An Overview of the International IDEA Framework )
These main pillars are as follows.
1. Citizenship, law and rights

Democracy starts with the citizen, and the subject of the first pillar of

the framework is the rights of the citizen and the ability of the state to

guarantee equal rights of citizenship to all through its constitutional

and legal processes. The assessment includes civil, political, economic

and social rights.
2. Representative and accountable government

The second pillar comprises the institutions of representative and accountable

government, including the electoral process, the political

party system, the role of parliament or the legislature and other institutions

in securing the integrity and accountability of government

officials, and civilian control over the military and police forces.
3. Civil society and popular participation

The third pillar is devoted to what is conventionally called ‘civil society’.

Democratic institutions depend for their effective functioning

both on guaranteed rights upheld by the legal process and on an alert

and active citizen body.
4. Democracy beyond the state

The fourth pillar concerns the international dimensions of democracy.

Its rationale is that countries do not form isolated units, but

are mutually interdependent, especially in their degree of democratic

progress. The assessment takes into account the external influences on

a country’s democracy and the country’s democratic impact abroad.

(TABLES)

Conclusion
This is a useful framework for us in the coming weeks as we further explore Australian democracy.

Australia has a strong institutional democracy in that the competition for political power is intense.  We also have a strong and effective judicial system. But these are the trappings of democracy, not the essence.

Many Australians are disenchanted with a system which does not appear to respond to their needs and seems, increasingly, to be in the hands of elites more interested in their own advancement than the general good. As a result, our political system has less and less legitimacy.
We have identified a number of threats to democracy in the past few lectures and for a specific focus on Australia I would draw your attention to Sarah Maddison’s chapter in the book, Silencing Dissent.

Dr Maddison is particularly critical of former prime minister John Howard who she accuses of having embarked on a policy of ‘revisionist democracy’ in which the role of the citizen is restricted to voting, the apathy and ignorance of the average citizen are emphasised and, above all, debate and dissent are kept to a minimum. It is a view that sees people as consumers not active citizens; it is, she argues, a decisive move towards authoritarianism. 

It is a useful topic for tutorial discussion. Is she too hard on Howard? Have things changed under Rudd? If so, how, and in what way?
Others have characterised this as a broader crisis which ranges across many of our democratic institutions and processes. For example, former Labor minister and WA premier, Carmen Lawrence, has noted: 
· our outdated constitution; 
· the Byzantine, power-focused behaviour of our major political parties; 
· the disquieting alliance of our political parties with corporations and large organisations; 
· the control of our political parties by privileged minorities; 
· the seeming irrelevance of much parliamentary debate and political discourse in the media; 
· the pervasive use of propaganda to influence public opinion; the steady erosion of civil rights and minority interests; 
· the increasingly blatant politicisation of the public service; 
· the permanent state of vitriolic antagonism between the major parties; 
· the elevation of executive secrecy above public disclosure; the readiness of government to mislead both the people and the parliament; 
· the winner takes all outcomes of elections which preclude the input of minority opinion; 
· and the failure to enunciate and plan for the long term challenges we face as a community. 
To nominate just a few! 

Despite the otherwise general equality in voting power, many Australians remain  suspicious that not all citizens are equally able to influence their representatives. This breeds cynicism and a belief that the ordinary voter's needs and views are ignored, while preference is given to the interests of the wealthy, to big business and to political cronies. This perception, I would argue, is very damaging to a system which relies on the confidence of the people
Several features of our political system contribute to these attitudes. Substantial campaign donations to the major parties by corporations and large organisations such as unions and business foundations foster the perception (and perhaps the reality) that it is possible to buy privileged access to MPs and ministers and that this influence is in proportion to the amount of money donated.
This is currently one of the major challenges confronting Australian democracy.

