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20 Robert A. Dahl

virrually unbounded - indeed so unrestricted that it has even been used
to signify dictatorship.”

To explain why international institutions and processes will be non-
dernocratic, I intend to consider just two of the innumerable aspects of
democracy. These are democracy as a system of popular controf over
governmental policies and decisions, and democracy as a system of
fundamental rights.

When we consider democracy from the first and probably the most
familiar point of view, we interpret it as consisting of rule by the Uooﬁnﬁ
or rather the demos, with a government of the state that is responsive
and accountable to the demos, a sovereign authority that decides
important political matters either directly in popular assemblies or
indirectly through its representatives, chosen by lot or, in modern
democracies, by means of elections. Viewing democracy from the second
point of view, we interpret it as providing an extensive body of rights.
These are of at least two kinds. One consists of rights, freedoms, and
opportunities that are essential to popular contrel and the functioning of
the democratic instirutions themselves, such as freedom of speech and
assembly. The other consists of a broad array of rights, freedoms, and
opportunities that, though arguably not strictly essential to the func-
tioning of democratic institutions, tend to develop among a people who
govern themselves democratically, such as rights to privacy, property, a
minimum wage, non-discrimination in employment, and the like.

One may value democracy from either point of view, or, more likely,
from both, and of course for other reasons as well. However that may
be, I am going to focus mainly on the first perspective, democracy as a
system of popular control over governmental policies and decisions,®
and I will offer several reasons for believing that whatever kind of
government may prevail in international organizations it will not be
recognizably democratic in that sense. The famous democratic deficit
that has been so much discussed with respect to the European Union is
not likely 1o be greatly reduced in the EU; elsewhere the deficit is likely
to be far greater. .

democratic by ideal standards), chiefly democratic polyarchy, and some conditions
favorable or unfavorable for the emergence and stability of acrual democratic political
systems.
5 “The most explicit occurrence,” according 1o Christophersen, “is Babeuf’s statement
that the terms ‘democracy’ and ‘Robespierrisim’ were identical, and the laiter term
signified a revolutionary ditratorship, or a strict and merzciless emergency rule, which
was to crush anything that barred the victory of revoiution” (Christopherson 1996:
304), Lenin and his followers also equated dicratorship of the proletariat with
democracy, or proletarian democracy.
Theough a more detailed analysis might benefit from sharper distinctions, 1 will use the
terms policies, decisions, and policy decisions indiscriminately. -

-3
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The second problem in saying what democracy is and is not is to
determine how and where to locate the threshold or cut-off. It is not
very useful to treat democracy as if we could specify a sharp, clear line
berween democracy and non-democracy. Imagine that we had two
scales for democracy rather like scales for measuring temperatures, One
would run from a theoretical system that is perfectly or ideally demo-
cratic to a theoretical system that is completely noﬂuanBOonmﬁom the
other would run from actual or real-world systems that sufficiently meet
ideal democratic criteria to be called democracies to the most extreme
non-democratic systems that we actually observe in human experience.
An analogy might be a thermometer used for weather and one going
from absolute zero to the boiling point of water, If we were to place the
two democracy scales zlongside one another, systems at the top of the
scale for measuring actual democracy would surely fall considerably
short of the top of the scale on which we would locate an ideal
democracy — and s0 too, no doubt, at the bottom. At what point on the
scale of actual political systems are we justified in designating a political
system as democratic or non-democratic? Unfortunately the transition
from democracy to non-democracy is not like the freezing point of
water. None the less, even if the threshold is pretty hazy, I want to argue
that internarional systems will lie below any reasonable threshold of
democracy.

A third difficulty in defining democracy arises because, in practice, all
democratic systems, with the exception perhaps of a few tiny commit-
tees, allow for, indeed depend on, delegation of power and authority;
the citizen body delegates some decisions to others. Size and complexity
make delegation essential. Despite all their concern for maintaining the
authority of the assembly, even Athenians could not avoid delegation. In
modern representative democracies, or what I sometimes call polyar-
chies, the extent of delegation is enormous, in theory running from the
demos to its elected representatives to higher executives to top adminis-
trators and on down the lengthy bureaucratic hierarchy. To what extent
the demos effectively controls important final decisions has been, of
course, a much disputed empirical question, not to say a crucial
ideological issue. But we would agree, I think, that, in practice, delega-
tion might be so extensive as to move a political system beyond the
democratic threshold.”

I believe this is very likely to be true with international organizations
and institutions, including the European Union (hereafter, the EU).

7 Guillermo O’Donnell (1994) distinguishes “democratic” systems, in which office-
holders are held accountable o voters through competitive slections, and “delegative
democracy” in which they are held accountable by one another.
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24 Robert A. Dahl

affairs are remote from the Hves, experiences, and familiar knowledge of
ordinary citizens. Although a small “attentive public” may exist “before
whom elite discussion and controversy takes place” (Almond 1950:
139), a great many citizens lack knowledge of foreign affairs, certainly in
depth.** Concrete experience, personal familiarity, social and profes-
sional ties, knowledge of relevant histories, data, and trends are weak or
entirely iacking and are replaced, if at all, by flickering images drawn
from nm&mu television, or newspaper accounts. In addition, the sheer
complexity of many international matters often puts them beyond the
immediare capacities of many, probably most, citizens to appraise. The
upshot is that crucial foreign policy decisions are generally made by
policy elites without much input from or accountability to the majority
of citizens.!2

The US decision in late 1993 to adopt NAFTA closely fits the
pattern. A week before the vote on NAFTA in the House of Representa-
tives, 79 percent of those surveyed in a CBS/New York Times poll were
unsure or did not know whether their Congressional representative
favored or opposed NAFTA. “Some Americans felt strongly about
NAFTA. But the vast majority neither understood it nor cared enough
about it to become well informed. As a result, public opinion was
effectively neutralized on the issue and had little effect on the final
outcome” (MNewhouse and Mathews 1994: 31-2; see also Molyneux
1994: 28-30).

Americans are not unique.'® Is it realistic, for example, to expect

11 In surveys in the US from the 1930s to 1994, 553 questions concerned foreign affairs.
Of these, “14 percent were answered correctly by at least three-quariers of survey
respondents ... An additional 28 percent of the items were correctly answered by
between half and three-quarters of those asked ... {M]ore than half could be answered
by less than half the general public. 36 percent of the guestions were known by only
one-quarter to one-haif of those asked. In the 1940s, this included knowledge about the
forms of government of Sweden and Yugoslavia ... and that the United States was
sending military aid to Greece. Finally, nearly a quarter of the items could be answered
by fewer than one-fourth of those asked. These lictle known facts included knowing
that the United States was sharing information zbout the atomic bomb with England
and Canada in the 1940s ... knowing about how many soldiers had been killed in
Vietnam in the 1960s, knowing how much of the federal budget goes to defense of
foreign aid in the 1970s . ..” (IDelli Carpini and Keeter 1996: 82-6).

12 | am going to use terms like political elites, policy elites, and political leaders and
activists despite their lack of precision. Almond (1950: 139} distinguished four types
of foreign policy elites: political, administrative and bureaucratic, interest, and
communication elites, The more inclusive term “political class™ widely used in Italy (la
classe politica), which might also be useful, is too rarely used in English to be helpful
here,

13 WWhether Americans are less well informed on foreign affairs than citizens in some
European countries is hard to say, since differences in the knowledge of citizens in
different countres seems to vary se much with the particular item. See table 2.8 and
table 2.9 in Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996: 90-1.
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citizens in European countries to develop informed judgments abour
European Monegary Union and its desirability? The editors of The
Eronomisr recently observed that “public debate on the subject has been
dismally poor right across Europe ... Far from engaging in argument,
the pro and anti tribes ignore each other resolutely” (The Economist
1996: 17).

One response to the standard account might be: So whatj If the
average citizen is uninterested in foreign affairs and not fully competent
to make informed judgments, is it not better to leave the matter to the
political leaders and activists? .

We can take it as axiomatic that virtually all decisions by any govern-
ment, including a democratic government, are disadvantageous to some
people. If they produce gains, they also result in costs. If the trade-offs
in advantages and disadvantages were identical for everyone, judgments
involved in making collective decisions would be roughly equivalent to
those involved in making individual decisions; but the trade-offs are not
the same for everyone. Typically costs and benefits are distributed
unevenly among those subject to a decision. So the perennial questions
arise: What is the best decision? Who can best decide? How?

A part of the perennial answer is that the proper criterion for govern-~
ment decisions is the public good, the general interest, the collective
good, and other similar, though perhaps not strictly equivalent, formula-
tions. But as we all know, how to define the public good and how to
achieve it are formidable problems.

Proposed solutions to the problemn of the public good seem to fall into
two rough categories: substantive and procedural. Substantive solutions
offer a criterion, such as happiness, welfare, well-being, utility, or
whatever; a metric or teasure that can be summed or aggregated over
the persons concerned; and a distributive principle for determining what
constitutes a just or justifiable allocation of the good among persons.
Procedural solutions offer a process for determining and validating
decisions, such as majority rule, or a full-blown democratic process, or
guardianship, or judicial determination, and so on. On closer examina-
tion, however, neither substantive nor procedural solutions are suffi-
cient; each requires the other. Because substantive solutions are not
self-enacting, they require procedures for determining the substantively
best outcomes; and because procedures, including democratic pro-
cedures, are means to ends, not ends in themselves, their justification
depends on more than purely procedural values.

In practice all substantive solutions are contested, indeed highly
contested; none commands general acceptability, except perhaps in a
purely formulaic way, such as Pareto optimality or the greatest good of
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28 Robert A. Dahl

necessary, élites and political actors have to work to secure them.
(Wessels 1995: 162)

The revised standard version: occasional activation

In the standard version, the views of elites tend to prevail, wmnmwﬁmnq
when they pretty much agree. But suppose that the policy on which they
agree is seen to cause or threatens to cause great harm to the m__pn“nnoﬂw“
goals, and well-being of a large number of citizens. We need only recall
the Vietnam War, in which US policy was initially made almost exclu-
sively by “the best and the brightest,” the elite of the elites, until the
human waste and futility of the war became so evident as to create
intense public opposition and a broadening split among the political
ieaders and activists. On such occasions, political leaders and activists
are sharply divided, ordinary citizens are activated, mass publics develop
strong views about foreign affairs, and public opinion becomes highly
influential in key foreign policy decisions (Aldrich, Sullivan, and
Bordiga 1989}. )

It is misleading to say, for example, that Americans never become
involved in foreign affairs. Answering the standard Gallup question,
“What do you think is the most important problem facing this country
today?” in about one-third of the 150 surveys from 1935 to 1985
Americans ranked foreign affairs highest, Ar least once in each of
eighteen vears during that fifty-year interval Americans put foreign
affairs highest. Not surprisingly, the importance of foreign affairs soared
during wars: World War II, Korea, Vietnam. In short, their responses
were appropriate to the circumstances.’® While support for the war
effort during World War II was widespread among elites and the general
public, during the wars in Korea and Vietnam ¢lite opinion, at least in
some highly influential quarters, lagged behind general public opinion.

In Europe, questions about a country’s relations with the EU and
its predecessor, the European Community, have led to the political

Y6 Thus, in 1939, the public concerns of Americans began to shift from domestic to
foreign affairs, moved to first place after Hider invaded Peland, were replaced at the
end of World War II by domestic martrers, which in turn were replaced by Cold War
worties in the late 1940s. “From thar point untl the early 1960s, foreign affairs
dominated public concern, ranking first in 48 of 56 surveys and often commanding
over 50 percent of the lpublic ... In 1963 the hegemony of foreign affairs was
interrupted by the emergence of the civil rights movement ... untl foreign affairs,
boosted by the Viemam War, regained the top position in 1965, From 1960 to 1970
Vietnam and other internationai issues dominated public concern. The only exception
occurred in August 1967, when race riots pushed social control to the forefront. . . With
minor exceptions, econemics has completely dominated public concerns for the last 10
years [1974~84), often capturing 60 percent of the public” (Smith 1985).
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activitation of a large part of the electorate,!” aroused intense passions,
and produced sharp divisions within the general population, sometimes
in opposition to the predominant views of the political leaders and
activists. Political activation and sharp divisions were particularly visible
in the referendum in Norway in 1972 on membership in the EC, in
France in 1992 on ratifying the Maastricht Treary, and in Norway and
Sweden in 1994 on membership in the EU. In all four referenda, ditizens
disagreed as sharply in their views of what would be best for themselves
and their country as they would on divisive domestic issues. Voters in
the French referendum on Maastricht split almost evenly (51 percent
yes to 49 percent no) along class and occupational lines.'® By small
majorities Norwegians rejected membership in the EC in a referendum
in 1972 and again in the EU in 1994. In public argument, advocates of
the economic, security, and cultural advantages of the EU were in
conflict with opponents who tended to stress such values as democracy,
absence of red-tape Brussels bureaucracy, environmental protection,
welfare state values and policies, counter-culture as well as gender
equality. Analysis of the vote reveals significant differences among
Norwegians. “No” votes were concentrated more heavily in the
northern and western periphery; in fishing and farming communities;
among church members, women, and those working in primary indus-
tries or in the public séctor, particularly in social and public health
services. “Yes” votes were concentrated more in urbanized areas, par-
ticularly in the area around Oslo, and among voters with university
education or higher incomes. Voters who identified themselves as
supporters of the Christian, Agrarian, or Left Socialist parties prepon-
derantly .opposed EU membership, while both Labor and Conservative
voters strongly supported it.'® The referendum in Sweden appears to
have divided voters in a somewhat similar fashion. It is worth noting, by
the way, that Swedish surveys revealed that within a year the majority in
favor had declined to a minority, though by then the die was cast.

17 The tarnout on the EU referendum in Austia was 82 percent, which exceeded the
general election of 1994; in Finland, 74 percent, about the same as in the election of
1991; in Sweden, 83.3 percent, about 3.5 percent lower than in the immediately
@nnnm&nm general election; in Norway, 89 percent, which exceeded rturnour in all
previous elections (Jahn and Storsved 1995),

The “ne” voie was 70 percent among farm Iaborers, 62 percent among farmers, and 60
percent among urban manual workers, Lower white collar workers and persons in crafts
and small business split almost evenly. People in big business, management,
professions, academics, scientists, teachers, and health and social workers voted in
favor by substantial majorities (Brulé 1992).

Cf, Petterson, Jenssen, and Listhaug 1996; Hansen 1996; Bjorklund (n.d.). Although
the various factors tend to overlap, multiple regression analysis indicates that those
listed had significant independent effects.
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32 Robert A, Dahl

develop. On present evidence, even Europeans do not now possess a
commen identity.2* How then can we reasonably expect one to grow
elsewhere?

In sum: if it is difficult enough for ordinary citizens to exercise much
influence over decisions about foreign affairs in their own coumntries,
should we not conclude that the obstacles will be far greater in inter-
national organizations? Just as many impertant pelicy decisions in
democratic countries are in effect delegated by citizens to the political
elites, will not the citizens of countries engaged in an international
association delegate effective control to the international policy elites?
And will not the extent of delegation in international organizations go
well beyond any acceptable threshold of democracy?

Conclusions

To say that international organizations are not and are not likely to be
democratic is not to say that they are undesirable. It seems evident that
they are necessary to many of the same human needs and goals
that advocates of democracy contend are best served by democratic
governments, and, as I said at the beginning, they can sometimes assist a
non-democratic country to make the difficult transition from a highly
undemocratic to a more democratic government. In additon, inter-
national organizations can help to expand human rights and the rule of
law, the other important aspect of democracy that I emphasized earlier.
Even measured against some loss in democratic control, these are
important potential gains.

Despite these possible advantages I see no reason to clothe inter-
national organizations in the mantle of democracy simply in order to
provide them with greater legitimacy.

But if their governments cannot be justified as democratic, how can
they be justified? In the current world there are not many alternarives to
democracy as a source of legitimacy. Autonomous hierarchies are hard
to justify, though justifications do exist. The hierarchies of business
enterprises acquire legitimacy because they are believed to be useful to
the operation of predominantly privately owned market econormies,
which nowadays are almost universally regarded as preferable to any
2l “Ag an economic, vommnmrw and administrative construction, Europe evidently elicits

evaluative attitudes, but not a real community of belonging of the kind experienced in

nation states. If the European Union is able, in the future, to generate a new system of
belonging, it is difficult to imagine, from what we know, what it will be like. ... For the

present, a European identity is a vanguard phenemenon™ (Duchesne and Frognier
1995: 223).

Can international organizations be democratic? 33

feasible alternative.?? QOther hierarchies in the private or non-profit
sectors in demaqgratic countries — including universities, research
centers, hospitals, some religious organizations, dnd many others —
justify the non-democratic aspects of their governments as necessary on
the ground that their governors are greatly superior in knowledge and
expertise to those they govern, and adequately concerned for the well-

being of those subject to their decisions. i
As long as, and in fact longer than, the idea of democracy and the

practise of popular government have existed, so too has an alternative

view, according to which rule by an elite of guardians possessed of
greatly superior knowledge and virtue is definitely superior to democ-
racy. Although we who advocate democracy reject this view as invalid
when it is applied to the government of a state, including the govern-
ment of a nation state or a country, is the argument for guardianship
valid in governing international organizations? If not, and if as I have
argued here democracy is unattainable in international organizations,
what alternative would be left? Or, should I say, what alternative would
be right?

Although the answer to that question is unclear to me, I would like to
suggest some parts of an answer.

1. We should be wary of ceding the legitimacy of democracy to non-
democratic systems. In the course of this century we have already
witnessed many attempts to cloak non-democratic systems in the
mantle of democracy. We have had “authentic” democracy, “true”
democracy, “proletarian® democracy, “people’s™ democracy, “stock-
holder” democracy, and many others. All of these were in fact non-
democratic forms of bureaucratic, hierarchic, or aathoritarian rule. If
international organizations are mot democratic, then are we not
obliged to speak the truth about thern?

2. Yet if the governments of international oﬂm.E.nNmaoﬁm are not democ-
racies, what are they? I suggest that we treat them as bureaucratic
bargatning systems. Just as rulers in most authoritarian governments
are to some extent and in some ways responsive to the opinions and
desires of those over whom they govern — even corporate managers
cannot indefinitely ignore the desites of their subordinates — so
leaders in bureaucratic bargaining systems cannot indefinitely ignore

22 T agree that in a democracy there are no feasible alternatives to a predominantly (not
completely!) marker-oriented economy. I also believe that the existing hierarchies in
business enterprises are nos necessary or legitimate, and the arguments in their defense
seem to me unsatisfactory. See, e.g., Dahl 1985, At present, views along these and
similar lines are clearly those of a fairly small minority. Should they become widely
shared in the future, then of course the governments of most existing business would be
in deep trouble.
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3 A comment on Dahl’s skepticism.

Fames Tobin

Dahl discusses several aspects of the feasibility of democracy in an
international setting. He is pessimistic, convincingly so. Let me mention
some thoughts about his topic that may reflect the disciplinary perspec-
tive of an econormnist.

Governance of international institutions

Typically the members are nation states, and the organization operates
under a constitution agreed by treaty among them. The members are
often vastly different in population, and they are usually not all democ-
racies. What would democratic governance mean? Even if all members
were democracies, they would not be likely to agree that each member
have votes proportionate to its population. For example, the countries
whose pecuniary contributions are essential to the functioning of the
World Bank and International Monetary Fund are not about 1o let
China run these institutions. Germany and France are not about to let
the new euro central bank be run by a board of EU member representa-
tives with votes weighted by population.

Exit as a substitute for voice

Albert Hirschman (1970) pointed our that internal democracy is not the
only possible source of moral legitimacy for an institution. If member-
ship is voluntary, if “exit” is permissible and not terribly costly, then
governance by “voice” of members is not essential. Indeed it may be
unfair to let members with transient attachments participate in govern-
ance on equal terms with those having long records of “loyalty” — a third
Hirschrman concept. Exit is fair when competing institutions exist or can
be established. Equity requires democracy when exit is infeasible or very
costly. Of course the costs of exit and transfer to an alternative institu-
tion are matters of degree, and accordingly various pragmatic mixtures
of voice and exit are appropriate.
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on the relation of material and formal

democracy |

Elmar Altvater

Introduction: three dilemmmas of democratic order

In the democratic order, in principle, citizens make political decisions
under conditions of freedom and equality. Procedures and thythms of
this decision-making follow from a historically specific spatio-temporal
regime constituted in a long-lasting process since the beginnings of the
“age of liberalism.” The spatial boundaries of sovereign nation states
define a limited territory within the “pluriverse” (Schmitt 1963: 54) of
nation states. The territory endows citizens with rights (and duties) of
participation in decision-making procedures. But because citizens also
are involved in economic activities, they are construing an economic
space which transcends the limited political territory. The contradiction
between economic boundlessness and political limitedness with regard
to time and space of action has already been conceptualized by Adam
Smith (Rosanvallon 1988). Today the contradiction between political
territoriality and economic {global) space has become a common argu-
ment in the discourse on “globalization.”

In addition to formal and procedural dimensions of participation, the
equality of citizens is material and substantial. After World War II the
: substance of material citizens’ rights emanated from the collective
: welfare state in the form of individual claims which within the United
- Nations system are considered social, economic, and cultural rights
: (“human rights of second generation™). In the postwar period, they have
; , become prerequisites of the modern democratic discourse and in some
_ P cases they claim the dignity of constitutional principles. But recently
. globalization processes, including the dissolution of political sovereignty
on the one hand and the ecological crisis on the other, have undermined
claims to substantial rights. The democratic order therefore faces a

number of new dilemmas, which will be discussed in the following,
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