
Mueller, R.  (2003). Democracy’s romantic myths. In Miroff et. al., Debating  
  

democracy. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 
 
There is a famous Norman Rockwell painting that purports to portray democracy in action. It 

depicts a New England town meeting in I which a workingman has risen in a contentious 
situation to present his point of view. His rustic commonsense, it appears, has cut through the 
indecisiveness and bickering to provide a consensual solution to the problem at hand, and the 
others in the picture are looking up at him admiringly. 

As it happens, that misty-eyed, idealized snapshot has almost nothing to do with democracy 
in actual practice. Democracy is not a process in which one shining idea conquers all as 
erstwhile contenders fall into blissful consensus. Rather, it is an extremely disorderly muddle in 
which clashing ideas and interests (all of them "special") do unkempt and unequal, if peaceful, 
battle and in which ideas are often reduced to slogans, data to distorted fragments, evidence to 
gestures, and arguments to poses. Speculation is rampant, caricature is routine, and posturing is 
de rigueur. If one idea wins out, it is likely to be severely compromised in the process, and no 
one goes away entirely reconciled or happy. And there is rarely a sense of completion or finality 
or permanence: in a democracy, as Tod Lindberg points out, "the fat lady never sings." It's a 
mess, and the only saving grace is that other methods for reaching decisions are even worse. 

. . .  I develop an approach to democracy that contrasts substantially with the romantic 
Rockwell ideal. It stresses petition and lobbying—the chaotic and distinctly nonconsensual 
combat of "special interests"—as the dominant and central characteristic of democracy and it 
suggests that while elections are useful and often valuable in a democracy, they may not be ab-
solutely necessary. I also argue that democracy in practice is not about equality, but rather about 
the freedom to become politically unequal, and that it functions not so much by rule by the 
majority as by minority rule with majority acquiescence. . . . 

. . .  I also contrast democracy with other governmental forms. Although the advantage is only 
comparative, democracy seems to do better at generating effective governments, choosing 
leaders, addressing minority concerns, creating a livable society, and functioning effectively with 
real, flawed human beings. . . . 

In defining democracy, it is particularly important, I think, to separate the essential institution 
itself from the operating devices that are commonly associated with it—mechanisms like written 
constitutions, the separation of powers or "checks and balances" (including an independent judi-
ciary), and even elections. Any definition of democracy is inadequate, I think, if it can logically be 
taken to suggest that Britain (which has neither a written constitution nor separation of powers) is 
not a democracy or that Switzerland did not become one until 1971 (when women were finally 
given the vote). . . . 

In my view, democracy is characterized by government that is necessarily and routinely 
responsive—although this responsiveness is not always even, fair, or equal. It comes into effect 
when the people effectively agree not to use violence to replace the leadership, and the 
leadership effectively leaves them free to criticize, to pressure, to organize, and to try to dislodge 
it by any other means. This approach can be used to set up a sort of sliding scale of 
governmental forms. An authoritarian government may effectively and sometimes intentionally 
allow a degree of opposition—a limited amount of press disagreement, for example, or the 
freedom to complain privately, something sometimes known as the freedom of conversation. But 
it will not tolerate organized attempts to replace it, even if they are peaceful. A totalitarian 
government does not allow even those limited freedoms. On the other end of the scale is 
anarchy: a condition which holds when a government "allows" the use of violence to try to 
overthrow it—presumably mainly out of weakness or ineffectiveness. 

Authoritarian and even totalitarian governments can sometimes be responsive as well, of 
course. But their responsiveness depends on the will and the mindset of the leadership. By 
contrast, democracy is routinely, necessarily responsive: because people are free to develop and 
use peaceful methods to criticize, pressure, and replace the leadership, the leaders must pay 



attention to their critics and petitioners. 
It seems to me that the formal and informal institutional mechanisms variously applied in 

democracies to facilitate this core consideration are secondary—though this does not mean that 
all institutions are equally fair or efficient. One can embellish this central democratic relationship 
with concerns about ethos, way of life, social culture, shared goals, economic correlates, 
common purposes, customs, preferred policy outcomes, norms, patriotism, shared traditions, and 
the like. These issues are interesting, but. . . they don't seem to be essential or necessary to the 
functioning of democracy. .. . 

 
Apathy 
 
. . . One of the great, neglected aspects of free speech is the freedom not to listen. As Hubert 

Humphrey reportedly put it, "The right to be heard doesn't automatically include the right to be 
taken seriously."1 It is no easy task to persuade free people to agree with one's point of view, but 
as any experienced demagogue is likely to point out with some exasperation, what is most 
difficult of all is to get them to pay attention at all. People, particularly those in a free, open 
society, are regularly barraged by shysters and schemers, by people with new angles and 
neglected remedies, with purveyors of panaceas and palliatives. Very few are successful—and 
even those who do succeed, including Adolf Hitler, owe their success as much to luck as to skill. 

. . . [Such] apathy helps importantly with the problem that is usually called the tyranny of the 
majority. It is not difficult to find a place where the majority harbors a considerable hatred for a 
minority—indeed, it may be difficult to find one where this is not the case. Polls in the United 
States regularly have found plenty of people who would cheerfully restrict not only the 
undeserving rich, but also homosexuals, atheists, accused Communists, Nazi paraders, flag 
burners, and people who like to shout unpleasant words and perpetrate unconventional 
messages. But it is not easy to get this majority to do anything about it—after all, that would 
require a certain amount of work. 

Because of apathy, therefore, people, sometimes despite their political predispositions, are 
effectively tolerant. For democracies the danger is not so much that agile demagogues will play 
on hatreds and weaknesses to fabricate a vindictive mob-like tyranny of the majority: the 
perversions of the French Revolution have proved unusual. More to be feared, it seems, is the 
tyranny of a few who obtain bland acquiescence from the uninterested, and essentially 
unaffected, many. . . . 

 
The Quest for Political Equality 
 
. . . The notion that all men are created equal suggests that people are bom equal—that is, 

that none should necessarily be denied political opportunity merely because of their hereditary 
entrance into the wrong social or economic class or because they do not adhere to the visions or 
dictates of a particular ideological group. The notion does not, however, suggest that people 
must necessarily be equal in their impact on the political system, but this damaging extrapolation 
is often made by reformers, at least as a goal to be quested after. 

An extensive study on the issue of equality by a team of political scientists finds, none too 
surprisingly, that people in a real democracy like the United States differ in the degree to which 
they affect the political system. Political effectiveness, the study concludes, depends on three 
varying factors: resources, especially time, money, and skills; psychological engagement with 
politics; and "access to networks through which individuals can be recruited to political life." The 
variance of effectiveness, the authors then conclude, poses a "threat to the democratic principle 
of equal protection of interests." Another analyst, reviewing their findings, makes a similar obser-
vation: "liberal democracies fail to live up to the norm of equal responsive-ness to the interests of 
each citizen."  

But instead of seeking to reform the system or the people who make it up, we may want 
instead to abandon, or at least substantially to modify, the principle and the norm. They clearly 



express a romantic perspective about democracy, a perspective which has now been fully and 
repeatedly disconfirmed in practice. Democracies are responsive and attentive to the interests of 
the citizenry — at least when compared to other forms of government — but they are nowhere 
near equally responsive to the interests of each citizen. 

Related is the perennial clamor against "special interests." As the futile struggle for campaign 
finance reform in the United States suggests, people who want or need to influence public policy 
are very likely to find ways to do so no matter how clever the laws that seek to restrict them. As 
Gil Troy observes, "for all the pious hopes, the goal of the Watergate-era reforms — to remove 
the influence of money from presidential elections — was, in hard and inescapable fact, 
ridiculous." (He also notes that the entire cost of the 1996 election campaigns was about 25 
percent of what Procter & Gamble routinely spends every year to market its products.) A rare 
voice of realism amid all the sanctimonious, politically correct bluster from politicians about 
campaign finance reform in the United States in the 1990s was that of Senator Robert Bennett of 
Utah: "rich people will always have influence in politics, and the solution is not to create barriers 
that cause the rich people to spend even more money to hire lawyers and consultants to find 
ways around the law to get the same results." 

In the end, "special interests" can be effectively reined in only by abandoning democracy 
itself, because their activities are absolutely vital to the form. Indeed, it is quite incredible that two 
prominent Washington reporters merely deem it "simplistic" to argue that "people with common 
interests should not attempt to sway government policy." In a democracy the free, competitive 
play of "special interests" is fundamental. To reform this out of existence would be 
uncomprehending and profoundly antidemocratic. 

Most of the agitation against political inequality is focused on the special privileges business 
is presumed to enjoy. For example, concern is voiced that the attention of public officials can be 
differently arrested: "a phone call from the CEO of a major employer in the district may carry 
considerably more weight than one from an unknown constituent." It is possible, of course, that 
the unweighty and unknown constituent has just come up with a plan which will achieve 
permanent worldwide bliss in the course of the next six months, but, since there are only twenty-
four hours in a day, public officials (like the rest of us) are forced to ration their time, and they are 
probably correct to assume, as a first approximation at least, that the concerns of a major 
employer are likely to be of wider relevance to more people than are those of the hapless lone 
constituent. 

But if the CEO's access advantage to a time-pressured politician is somehow reprehensible 
and must be reformed, what about other inequalities — that is, why focus only on economic 
ones? A telephone call from a big-time political columnist like David Broder of the Washington 
Post is likely to get the politician's attention even faster than that of the CEO. Should the influ-
ential David Broder hold off on his next column until the rest of us deserving unknowns have had 
a chance to put in our two cents in the same forum? Inequalities like these are simply and 
unavoidably endemic to the whole political system as, indeed, they are to life itself. It may be 
possible to reduce this inequality, but it is difficult to imagine a reform that could possibly raise 
the political impact of the average factory worker—or even of the average business executive—
remotely to equal that enjoyed by Broder. . . . 

 
The Quest for Participation 
 
Democratic theorists, idealists, and image-makers maintain that "democratic states require . . 

participation in order to flourish," or that "a politically active citizenry is a requisite of any theory of 
democracy," or that "democracy was built on the principle that political participation was not only 
the privilege of every man, but a necessity in ensuring the efficiency and prosperity of the 
democratic system," or that "high levels of electoral participation are essential for guaranteeing 
that government represents the public as a whole," or that "to make a democracy that works, we 
need citizens who are engaged." 

But we now have over two hundred years of experience with living, breathing, messy 



democracy, and truly significant participation has almost never been achieved anywhere. Since 
democracy exists, it simply can't be true that wide participation is a notable requirement, 
requisite, guarantee, need, or necessity for it to prosper or work. Routinely, huge numbers of citi-
zens even—in fact, especially—in "mature" democracies simply decline to participate, and the 
trend in participation seems to be, if anything, mostly downward. In the United States, nearly half 
of those eligible fail to vote even in high-visibility elections and only a few percent ever actively 
participate in politics. The final winner of a recent election for the mayor of Rochester, N.Y., 
received only about 6 percent of the vote of the total electorate. (However, he is a very popular 
choice: if everybody had voted, he would almost certainly have achieved the same victory.) 
Switzerland is Europe's oldest democracy, and it also boasts the continent's lowest voter turnout. 

Statistics like these frequently inspire a great deal of concern—after all, it is argued, "political 
participation" is one of the "basic democratic ideals." But it may be more useful to reshape 
democratic theories and ideals to take notice of the elemental fact that democracy works even 
though it often fails to inspire very much in the way of participation from its citizenry. 

And it might also be asked, why, exactly, is it so important for citizens to participate? Most 
analyses suggest that nonvoters do not differ all that much from voters in their policy concerns, 
though there are some (controversial) suggestions that leftist parties might do a bit better in 
some countries if everyone were forced to vote. However, once in office, responsible leftist and 
rightist parties both face the same constraining conditions and, despite their ideologies and 
campaign promises, often do not differ all that much from each other in their policies—frequently 
to the disillusionment and disgust of their supporters who may come to feel they have been 
conned. 

Some hold voting to be important because "of the problem of legitimacy." The idea is that "as 
fewer and fewer citizens participate in elections, the extent to which government truly rests on 
the consent of the governed may be called into question"; moreover the "quality of the link 
between elites and citizens" will erode. Actually, such callings into question seem to happen 
mostly when a candidate, like Bill Clinton in 1992, gets less than half of the recorded vote—and 
these are principally inspired by partisan maneuvering by the losers to undercut any claim that 
the winner has a mandate. And in local elections, the often exceedingly low turnout and partici-
pation levels rarely even cause much notice: I have yet to hear anyone suggest that the mayor of 
Rochester is illegitimate or "unlinked" because hardly anybody managed to make it to the polls 
when he was elected. 

Moreover, it really seems to strain credulity to suggest that "if people feel distant from the 
electoral process, they can take no pride in the successes of the government." No pride? It 
seems that even nonvoters celebrated victory in the Gulf War. Or that nonvoters "avoid 
responsibility for the problems facing the nation." But nonvoters seem to have no more difficulty 
than voters in routinely (and sometimes even correctly) blaming the politicians for whatever is 
wrong. And it is simply too glib to conclude that "if you don't vote, you don't count." If that were 
true, women would never have gotten the vote, slavery would still exist, and there would never 
have been prison reform or legislation aiding the homeless. 

There are also claims that low turnout levels "contribute to the problem of an 
unrepresentative policy agenda." But it is difficult to understand what this could possibly mean—
or, better, what a "representative policy agenda" would look like. Agendas are set by people 
actively trying to pursue their interests; they are not out there somewhere in the miasma waiting 
for us objectively to snap them up. As Steven Rosenstone and John Mark Hansen argue, 
"political participation is the product of strategic interactions of citizens and leaders." People 
"participate when politicians, political parties, interest groups, and activists persuade them to get 
involved." Thus, there will not be an "ideal" or even "normal" degree of participation. Rather, 
participation will increase when "salient issues reach the public agenda . . . when governments 
approach crucial decisions . . . when competitive election campaigns stimulate, when social 
movements inspire." 

Hundreds of years of experience, then, suggest that the pursuit of participation for the sake of 
participation is rather quixotic. Instead, applying a philosophical observation attributed to 



impresario Sol Hurok, perhaps we should accept the fact that "if people don't want to come, 
nothing will stop them." Moreover, discontent and cynicism about the system itself (and 
consequently perhaps nonvoting) are increased when alarmists passionately lament that many 
people, as they have throughout democratic eternity, freely decide to pursue interests they find 
more pressing than politics, or manage to come up with more interesting things to do on election 
day than to go through the often inconsequential ritual of voting. (Sometimes, actually, nonvoters, 
by the very act of not voting, may be indicating their concerns and preferences more eloquently 
than those who actually do vote.) 

 
The Quest for an Enlightened Citizenry 
 
"If a nation expects to be ignorant and free," Thomas Jefferson once said, "it expects what 

never was and never will be." Pretty much ever since those memorable words were issued, the 
United States has managed to be both, and with considerable alacrity. 

Fortunately for America, eternal vigilance has not proven to be the price of democracy—it can 
come quite a bit cheaper. In ideal democracies, James Bryce once suggested, "the average 
citizen will give close and constant attention to public affairs, recognizing that this is his interest 
as well as his duty"—but not in real ones.2 And Horace Mann's ringing prediction that "with 
universal suffrage, there must be universal elevation of character, intellectual and moral, or there 
will be universal mismanagement and calamity" has proven untrue.3 

Nonetheless, democratic idealists continue to insist that "democracies require responsibility." 
Or they contend that democracy "relies on informed popular judgment and political vigilance." Or 
they persist in defining democracy "as a political system in which people actively attend to what 
is significant." One would think it would be obvious by now that democracy works despite the fact 
that it often fails to inspire or require very much in the way of responsibility and knowledge from 
its citizenry. Democracy does feed on the bandying about of information, but that is going to 
happen pretty much automatically when people are free to ferret it out and to exchange it. 
Democracy clearly does not require that people generally be well informed, responsible, or 
actively attentive. 

Recent surveys find that around half the American people haven't the foggiest idea which 
party controls the Senate or what the first ten amendments of the Constitution are called or what 
the Fifth Amendment does or who their congressional representative or senators are. Moreover, 
this lack of knowledge has generally increased (particularly when education is controlled for) 
since the 1940s. A month after the Republican victory in the 1994 election that propelled the 
vocal and energetic Newt Gingrich into the speakership of the House of Representatives and into 
the media stratosphere, a national poll found that 50 percent hadn't heard enough about Gingrich 
even to have an opinion about him. Four months later, after endless publicity over Gingrich's 
varying fortunes and after Time magazine had designated him its "Man of the Year," that number 
had not changed (so much for the power of the press). In a poll conducted two years later, half 
were still unable to indicate who the speaker was. Meanwhile, less than 20 percent guessed 
correctly that over the preceding twenty years air pollution and the number of the elderly living in 
poverty had declined, and most people were of the wildly distorted impression that foreign aid 
comprised a larger share of the federal budget than Medicare. 

One recent analysis observes that "for the last 200 years the United States has survived as a 
stable democracy, despite continued evidence of an uninformed public." It also notes that "in 
theory, a democracy requires knowledgeable citizens." Although it then labels the contradictory 
condition "the paradox of modern democracy," it seems, rather, that it is the theory that should be 
called into question, not the reality. 

Moreover, it may not be entirely clear why one should expect people to spend a lot of time 
worrying about politics when democratic capitalism not only leaves them free to choose other 
ways to get their kicks, but in its seemingly infinite quest for variety is constantly developing 
seductive distractions. Democratic theorists and idealists may be intensely interested in 
government and its processes, but it verges on the arrogant, even the self-righteous, to suggest 



that other people are somehow inadequate or derelict unless they share the same curious 
passion. Many studies have determined that it is the politically interested who are the most 
politically active. It is also doubtless true that those most interested in unidentified flying objects 
are the ones most likely to join UFO clubs. UFO enthusiasts, however, get no special credit by 
political theorists for servicing their particular obsession, while politics junkies are lauded 
because they seem to be fulfilling a higher, theory-sanctified function. 

In the end, the insistence that terrible things will happen unless the citizenry becomes 
addicted to C-SPAN can inspire cynicism about the process when it is observed that the Beverly 
Hillbillies (or whatever) enjoy vastly higher ratings. 

 
 
 
 
1. Hubert Humphrey was a Democratic senator from Minnesota and served as vice president under President 

Lyndon B. Johnson. 
2. James Bryce was a British writer who published a classic study, The American Commonwealth, in the late 

nineteenth century. 
3. Horace Mann was a nineteenth-century educational reformer. 

 


