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The literal meaning of democracy—government by the people—is probably also the most

basic and most widely used definition. (;yThe one major amendment that is necessary when we

speak of democracy at the national level in modern large-scale nation-states is that the acts of
government are usually performed not directly by the citizens but indirectly by representatives
whom they elect on a free and equal basis. Although elements of direct democracy can be found
even in some large democratic states, democracy is usually representative democracy:
government by the freely elected representatives of the people.

Democracy may be defined not only as government by the people but also, in President
Abraham Lincoln’s famous formulation, as government for the people—that is, government in

accordance with the people’s preferences. (»An ideal democratic government would be one

whose actions were always in perfect correspondence with the preferences of all its citizens.

Such complete responsiveness in government has never existed and may never be achieved, but

it can serve as an ideal to which democratic regimes should aspire. It can also be regarded as the

end of a scale on which the degree of democratic responsiveness of different regimes may be
measured. The subject of this book is not the ideal of democracy but the operation of actual
“democracies that approximate the ideal relatively closely—and that Robert Dahl calls
3)polyarchies” in order to distinguish them from ideal democracy. These democratic regimes
are characterized not by perfect responsiveness but by a high degree of it: their actions have been
in relatively close correspondence with the wishes of relatively many of their citizens for a long
period of time. Both definitions of democracy will also be used later to distinguish (4 the two

basic types of democracy.

As Dahl has shown, a reasonably responsive democracy can exist only if at least eight
institutional guarantees are present:

1. Freedom to form and join organizations;

2. Freedom of expression;

3. The right to vote;

4. Eligibility for public office;

5. The right of political leaders to compete for support and votes;

6. Alternative sources of information;



7. Free and fair elections;
8. Institutions for making government policies depend on votes and other expressions of
preference

The first six of these embody the classic democratic right of liberty, especially (5 the freedoms of

speech and assembly, and they also imply the second classic democratic value of equality. In the

democracies treated in this book, these rights are securely guaranteed without major variations
between different countries. Guarantees 7 and & are also provided, but substantial differences
occur in the way elections and other institutions and practices are organized to insure responsive
government. This book will focus on the variety of formal and informal institutions and
practices that are used to translate citizen preferences into public policies. While recognizing
and describing these differences, I will also try to discover patterns and regularities, and I will
argue that both the variations and regularities can be interpreted in terms of two diametrically

opposite models of democracy: the majoritarian model and the consensus model.
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