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Through the centuries, social philosophers and political theorists have analyzed and reflected on the idea of ‘democracy’. Their multiple, differing interpretations reflect the times they lived in, the ideologies that held sway over them, and the actual conditions of their daily life - economic, political, cultural, and religious. 


A striking example of the different meanings and practice of democracy is the one between what the Athenians perceived as democracy in their tiny city-state over 25 centuries ago, and what many twenty-first century countries, much more populous than Athens was, today view as democracies.


Still, the term continues to be broadly understood as meaning rule of the people and it continues to have a positive connotation for hundreds of millions of people. The word is widely used in many countries, particularly in the West. Politicians invariably invoke it to gain popular support. This is especially evident in a U. S. Presidential election year as candidates seek to persuade voters of their democratic credentials. (Of course, not all politicians are necessarily insincere in their expressed concerns with democratic aims and processes.)


Back in the days of absolutist rulers – kings, emperors, tsars, aristocratic oligarchies, etc – there was a lot less concern about democratic rights and how they might be invoked by the common people, who after all were mostly illiterate peasants – or serfs, or slaves or women. Rulers reigned  over them by force, edict, ukase, clerical hierarchies and state religions. Communication and education were only for the few.


True, after Gutenberg invented printing in the 15th century, matters became more complicated, but rulers were quick to find new ways to control the populace and maintain their ascendancy. The classic description and prescription for such rule is set forth in Machiavelli’s The Prince.


By asking you to be mindful of some of the barriers to more democratic practice in our own country, including in  the current presidential election campaign, I’m not trying  to depress or discourage you, but simply to draw attention to difficulties which, I believe, need to be faced and – hope springs eternal -- eventually overcome.


One major difficulty has been the very idea of expecting millions of people to effectively participate in governing. In view of this admittedly difficult challenge, which grew even more severe as nations emerged and populations exploded, leading conservative thinkers felt strengthened in their arguments in behalf of authoritarian rule and powerful governing elites, thus excluding or sharply restricting democratic participation by most of the people. This was the case in the West until the evolution of the modern European states. Though still dominated by elites, the cataclysm of the French revolution, gradually led  these states to provide for more citizen participation.


In the modern era, governing establishments have had to adopt new and more sophisticated strategies to protect their privileges and maintain their power. This became necessary as more and more people became literate, especially in more democratic countries, of which our own is a leading example. The long struggle for an expanded franchise led to increasing political influence by citizens. But as democracy made its inroads, and as the people became more knowledgeable, the establishments reacted by firming up their dominance over schools, media, key social institutions, and party politics at various levels.

We bitterly remember that enslaved African Americans were originally counted as three/fifths of a human being in the U.S. Constitution. They did not obtain full citizenship and the right to vote until many years after the founding of the nation. Indeed, as we saw in recent elections, particularly in Florida and Ohio, many darker-colored citizens were discouraged or prevented altogether from voting. It also took a long struggle, particularly by courageous suffragettes, to gain women’s right to vote, in 1920. 

In the United States, elections are the main way in which most citizens participate in government. It is the voters who elect the President and Vice-President, as well as local, regional, and state representatives and senators. (I leave aside the important question of how much – or rather how little - attention elected leaders, like George W. Bush, pay to the expressed wishes of the voters!)

However, we have to recognize that the basic electoral framework itself rests on constitutional, legislative, and judicial procedures which have been put in place by established elites, and mostly in their own interests. Why don't we vote on Sundays when most people have more time? Why not by mail? Why perpetuate complicated and restrictive voting requirements and unreliable machines? Why continue such undemocratic institutions as the Electoral College? Is it to mute the fullest possible expressions of popular choice? 


Another key factor influencing our theory and practice of democracy is the role of money. The strong corporate underpinning of the Republican and Democratic parties helps explain the political and economic dominance of our two-party system. Actually, much of the huge power of major American corporations was framed by the U.S. Supreme Court in the 1880's. Its infamous ruling that corporations are to be considered as individual persons has had far-reaching effects – legal, political, and economic - including a protected right to “free speech”. Accordingly, the vast corporate expenditures to influence elections are vigorously defended, particularly by Republicans, as an exercise of free speech. (In contrast, for most of us, speaking to millions of people via the media corporations is of course unaffordable –let alone free.)

I do not minimize the presence of third parties or their support by citizen voters whose views on peace and war, economic justice, civil liberties and other important issues differ sharply from those of the two major parties. Progressive parties have often made an important difference, particularly in local elections, though they are generally ignored by the corporate media and widely viewed as simply protest votes rather than seriously intended challenges to the powers that be.

Nor should we overlook the differences that exist between the two corporate-supported establishment parties. The New Deal may even have saved capitalism in the 1930’s (though many unappreciative conservatives, mostly Republicans, deemed Roosevelt a traitor to his class), and the Democrats’ continuing defense of Social Security, Medicare, the right of labor to organize, and related accomplishments, does distinguish them from the Republican Party. 

And yes, the candidacy of Barack Obama symbolizes an epochal shift in our racial and political history. He is talented, rational, and well educated. Still, it should come as no surprise that despite his critique of the status quo, he remains basically a presidential candidate of the liberal establishment. Like many other liberal Democrats, he holds conservative positions in both major foreign and domestic matters. Were he a more liberal and more democratic candidate, he would have had little chance of winning the nomination in our establishment-dominated election process. (Consider the almost unknown election run of the pro-impeachment, anti-war Democratic candidate Dennis Kucinich, not to mention third-party candidates!) 

So far in 21st century America, the reach and power of the corporate establishment and its compliant mass media seem undiminished.  While Karl Rove no longer speaks from the Bush White House, we now hear him as an analyst on “fair and balanced” Fox News. The same reactionary line is “sold”, day-in, day-out, to millions of Americans by the likes of Rush Limbaugh and company. Of course, such manipulation (in an age of pervasive and invasive commercial advertising) could not work without an audience already embedded in an established ideology, cultivated over generations, and relentlessly iterated. While the Internet and ‘Blogosphere’ is increasingly significant and diverse, it is doubtful that it will undermine establishment dominance.

The difficult challenge of achieving genuine democracy remains a principal theme of my columns. It’s a challenge from which we must not be distracted, if we are ever to achieve justice at home and peace abroad.
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Psssst...Have you heard the news? There's a new fashion blog, plus the latest fall trends and hair styles at StyleList.com.

