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Majority rule in theory and
practice: the tenacity of a flawed
paradigm

Arend Lijphart
 

Introduction

The 19905 arc likely to become the ‘dccudc 0f
dcmocmc, ‘: mmc and mom nation, uc contctw
plating Ihc cstablishmcnt 0f dcmocmlic systcl wt
actually instituting democracy, or conwliduting
Cxlslmg ‘ 'Stcms of democratic rule. This trend
encourages us In reflect on the meaning of
democracy and us Various f(mm, I shall argue

   

 

  

consensus democracy even more than thc |blc
and mature democracies that have been in CXISIV
once for a long time‘ because they land In suffer
{mm more crious imcr ll cleavages and face
morc sutsltivc and divisive issues. The second
reason is that the view cquatmg democracy with
Inajonly mic is so strong and widespread us
to constitutc a major obstlclc [0 any scntms
conmdcralum of the consensus model, Demu-

 

in this aniclc Ihat two husk models of democracy

 

should be (H. inguihhcd —
majm'ilarian democracy and
cnnscnsus democracy , but
that there i a mung and
dangerous tendency to
define democracy almost
exclusively in terms of the
former Mammy rulc suf-
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the drafting uf dcmm, Htlc
Conslilumms. and thc cuter
ful dmfimg of a new 01
Improvedcnnstitutionsturts
hztdly if H takes the majorit-
miun dcfinitiun 0f democ-
mcy us its unly pmm 0t
(Icpzulurc.

Lcl us hcgin with 1| brief
fe . from at serious comra-
diction between its theory
and its practice. In thcoly‘
majority rule tends to bc
rcg' dcd as the crucial
dcc , ion rulc , and hence us
tllc defining critcrion , of

  

 
('mmqmmm (198(1). and preliminary description

of the differences bclwccn
the two c(mccplions of
(lcmocmcy, bath h ‘cd 0"
the standard definition of
‘governmcnl Ivy and fut the
people: They differ radtcully

    democracy In practice,

however, slricl appliution of majority Iulc is
cxlrcmcly rm'c. Especially uilh regard to [hc
most imporlum dcusions and to issues that Cause
dccp spl‘ cs, dcmocrucic. almost uni-
formly deviate from majoritariun dc ‘sionrmuk-
ing rules‘ to adopt mcchunisnu more likcl) to
rally a broad cons ns

Thc cx Cncc Of this gap between Ihc lhc-
my and practice of muywity rule is nnpotuuu
for two reasons, One is that most of the demo—
cratizing and newly dctmctatic counttics nch

    

with m ilrd m a fundamental
question raised by (his dcfinitiun: “ho is [0 do
the governing antl (0 whose inter ‘9 should a
govcmmcnt luc responsive when the people ate m
dL grccmcntandcxprc divergentplcfcrcnccs?
One answcr i the majority of [he pcoplc, Thc
alternalivc is. As many people as possible. Accurdr
mgly. thc mujomunun model at dcmocn ‘y con
Ccnlnn ' political power 111 the hands of thc
majorily whereas the cumcnsus modal Ilics to
share. dispc . rcstrauL and [unit power in u
vmicly of way .
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My argument will proceed in four steps
Fin! I shall (lisc ihc extent [0 which dcmoc
I(iCy lends (n be conceived in purely nmjoriturizm
Icrmsv Second I <hall follow the logic of ihc
principle of majority mict and (iclinc whal a
purely majoriluriun democracy looks likcv
Third, I shall demonstrate [hm this pure nmdcl
oi Illzljm'itmiml democracy is mmplctciy ht vurir
IIHCC wiih actually funclioning dcmttcmcics and
democratic [I’LKliliOnb in all pans of the world.
Finally, I shall speculate on the reasons why the
nmjtmt rule paradigm ctmtinum m dOIninfllCi
dcspilc 5 being so cumplclcly nut oftouch with
lhc reality of democratic practice.

 

  

The democracy = majority
rule equation

Pcnnock begins his discuwon of majority rule
with the following stutcmcm: 'Wc must note at
once that rule by (he imtjority is often Alicgcd
to be the very essence of democracv‘.‘ Recent
pronouncements hy spok'smcn at the two
extreme ends of thc politic spectrum , the
Amcric' l conscrvmivc column i, William
Salirc, and the South African Communist
Iczxdcx: Joe Slnvo — illustrate Pcnnuck', «crtinn
very nicely. In a cnmmcnlury uboul ticvclop
mums in South Africa Sulirc urgucd [hut
(lcumcracy means rcul puliticnl equality and
mm person, one vote‘, to concludc 'thht moans
majority rulc'. And to make his poinl unmi. 2th
ably clear, he added that “no (ICITIOCI’M cun
UppfiSC the idea of muinmy inlet Slovn wa>
qumcd 1| ymg ‘Wc should stop playing with
words We know (ml) one kind of dememey
And that IS mujorily mlc'.‘

Two explanations for these remarkably
upodiciic slzilcmcms may be advanced. One is
ihul Ihc term ‘majm'lty’ is very ne bio and
hmhigunus, consequently. ‘mhjnrity nilc’ docs
nm ncc .hniy mcun rulc hy h [mm majority (50
per ccnl plus mic), A, shrtmi points out. ‘lhcrc
art: at least Ihrcc magnitudes subsumcd, often
confuscdly. under the majority rule heading:
(a) qualified majorities (often a two-Ihirds
maxim ity); (b) simple or a elute mhjm itv (50,01
per cent); (c) relative majority, m' plurahly. limit
is. IhC major minority (a less [111m 50 per cent
mt 10rily)'," Szirmri is undoubtedly right bul if
mhjemy rule can mczm mic by groups ranging

    

 

    

(mm mere plurality to complete unanimity, it
become: w broad s to be meaningless. Mare—
over. it can» quite clear [0 me that [he likes
of Sufirc and Slow) do no! huvc ch :1 bioad
definition in mind when they equals democracy
wilh majority rule: Ihcy mean a bars but absol-
ute ~30 per cent plus 0116' majority

The second cxplzmhtion lms greater moriL
It may well he argued that statements like those
of Sufirc and 51mm should not be taken literally
and do not mean absolute and unlcstruincd
majority rule. Even when Ihcy do not explicitly
add that majority rule must be limilcd by min-
mity i'lghls, lhcy implicitly mean to make this
reservation. For instance, Dahl argues that ‘no
one has ever advocated. and no one except its
enemies has ever defined democracy to mcun
that a majority would or should do unyihing
it felt an impulse to due Every advocate of
dcmocrucy . . , and every friendly definition of
it includes the idca of m mints 0n majomies‘.‘
As an illustralion, Duh] qumcs fmm Abraham
Lincoln‘s First Inaugural Addie " ‘Unzinimity
is impt sihlc; the rule ofa minoriiy, 2| pcrmz’k
ncnt arrangement, is Wholly inadmissible; so
Ihul, rejecting the majority principle anarchy
0r despotism in some form ' all that is left', As
Dahl points out, Lincoln certainly did not mean
to quarrel with the many limits on majority rule
in Ihc United States Consliiution. Neither did
Alexis dc Tnctlucvillct whit ncvcnhelcss made
the fttllowing very strong inuiorityri'uie state-
mcm: The very essence of democratic govern-
ment can» , in the absolute sovereignty of the
majority: in] Ihcrc is nmhlng in (lcmocrulic
states Which is capable of rc , ing if,“ I Shall
10mm to Lincoln's and dc Tocqueville's state»
mcnts lutcr.

Even if we cmlccde the point that restraints
on majorities are usually ussumcd when majority
rule is used 2|: Ihc defining criterion of dcmoc»
mcy, Dahl points nut that th‘s still leaves the
' uc of what form these restrain akc or should
take: (1) clhicul and cullural restraints, primarily
OpCI' ivc zit Ihc level of individual consciences,
(2) stxcial checks and ball nccs. or (3) legal and
conslitulional i- aims?" The first lypc consists
Of informal limits, the third of formal restraints,
and the second 1| combination 0f the iwo. For
instance a flexible multipaity sy: cm can oper»
ate as an informal social mechanism checking
straight majority rule, hut the emergence and
maintenance of such a party s stem can be
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dlrecl democracy, A(lull mhahimnls 0! me
hunds. p Katmamo

 

Imon. including wmncn lor the hm lime in 1991, mm by rumng Ihcir

 

encouraged hy the fommlrlcgal framework of
the electoral system used m a country.

th informal restraints on majority rule
only barely modify absolute majority rule. One
may hopc and trust that majonues will act
With prudence and restraint, but any limils Ihc
mujmily imposes upon itself can aka be
removed by it. As Spitz points am such ‘sclfr
denying and scIf-controllcd limits Ould not
blind us to Ihe actual ability of mujorltlcs to
control all of government — legislative, Cxccu-
tivct and. if they have a mind Io, judicial , and
thus Io comm] cvmything politics can touch.
Nothing clarifies the total sway of majorities
more than their abilily to alter and adjust the
standard Of legitimacy: And she adds, rcvealing
hcrsclf t0 ha a committed majorimrian: ‘ln
democratic lhcm‘y it hard to imagine Who else
might make such decmons’," Kendall reached
the same conclusion about John Lucke's position
with regard to majorily rule. Dcs itc Locke‘s

 

 

 

strong concern for and Commitment :0 individ-
ual righls, his preferred political cm relied
exclusively on informal r ms (m the
majority — which means that, in the final analy—

Locke can he rcgaldcd us 2| majorityaulc
democrat,"

Thu uatiun is quite different when thc
restrainls arc of u formalrlcgal or formal-constir
tutinnal nzllurc which cannot he changed by hum
majori 05' But iI i5 uhsurd to qualify such a
dispensation as majorily rulc without adding lhc
pruvisu that it is not unlimilcd. Sutton argues
that majority rule used to be ’only a shunhund
formula for Iimi/ed majority rulct for a
restrained majority lulc that respects minority
rightst Unli] a few dccudcs ’ this was well
undcrsloud. I doubl that [II S still the c
l0day.“” Perhaps it has ‘gonc without saying‘
for so long that majority rule does not mean
absolute mujumy rule that wc have ' aned to
forget this crucial proviso. I am not arguing here
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then there i< not 1| good case to ho made for
InLIILnIIy mic Lin log' LII zind lhcmcticul gmunds

LIsc ihut is m-LILic bmh by Spin and, IC]||C-
tanlly, by Locke, BIIi it is bolh wrong and
dungcmm to argue. cxphcnly 0r implicnly‘ (hm
majority mic is the only or the only legitimate
form of democracy.

 

—LI

 

Majority rule in prac me

So fur I have discI scLI mu‘Iority lulC merely us
an LIhm-LILI principle. Lcl me now bring this
di ~n ion down [U the cmpu'lcal canh by a king:
what would u (icmucmtic government based
squarely on majorilunun plintiplcs actually look
||ch In nnswcx; I shall mukL‘ lhrL‘L‘ simplifying
.,umptIoIIs. One i< then the gnvcmmcm wc

h‘dVC in mind is ‘LI rcprcscnumvc rather than 2|
direct democracy. Gwen [hc lzugc populL'lllons
uf most counuic dII'ch (lcmocr C) _ cxcccdr
ineg mm. o [h sumptinn hardly requires an
apology Mys cond‘qumplibnisih’llrcprc cn»
union Iakca phICL‘ pI nunlv viLI p01 i II p:
which CIHJIIS smncwh-LIL grcalcr \implificmion
[ml is atill quim rc'LIIi, ' and reasonable. The
Ihlrd 2| umpiion is snmcwhm more iar-rcuch-
ing: 1 shall assume (I pLuIiLnncImuy {mm of
govcrnmcni Iaihcr [him 1| prc dcnliLIl form ur
mime hybrid of mo Iwo. LaIL , I lull discuss
Ihc culnplicmlons added by prLJdcminlism,

SIIILc majority mic means Ihm pumicle

  

  

 

  

  

  

   

 

   

p(mcr ifi‘ or should he. Lonccnmucd in Ihc
hund, of (he mummy. my quL.limI can bc
phr LLILI, which pohucul I’mmm tituiiuns‘
zmd pruchccs LIIL uptimul for conccnirming
p<)\\cx in the majority‘s hands? lejorilv rqu I,
maximized. hm of ill]. if one politic party.
<uppurlcd by L. majoriiy In Ihc IchLILmIm. con-
trols [he cahinci. Second H 's 011C171II1y
IIIinorIIy cubinci should pchumimIIc over IhL

hm ZIIHIC in which mic m mmc other szrIi .
will u 0 be errLsLnch Third. the leg lélturc
should ohvlousl) hC uniLLImcral in ()rch [u
eIIsuIth-LII IthcisuIIlyonL ClL‘dl'l‘nz’IjU Iy [hm

III mdcr to Avoid the pusslhility 0f LnnIpLiiIIg
muimitics [hm may ocLuI IIhCII IhLIL me two
chumburs, Fourih. [hc gmLI-mncnml system
should be unimry mid centralized in order to
Cl] uIC IIILII then: are no clearly LIL. ignLIch gco»

' phiL lLIIId/or functionulzu'c ’“hichlhc bi-
nL‘t unLl the parliamentary majorin rail In con
mi. FifihL the cabinet and lhc p‘LIrIIL'IIucnl‘LIry

  

    

  
   

majomy should no! be constrained by consti-
[ulional limiiatiom; this mean, that there should
not be any co muiion at all, m merely an
‘unwrincn‘ consiinnion, or a wrincn consu—

Iulion that can be amended by simple majority
voic. Sixih‘ (he couns should not have ihe
power to limit the majority‘s power by exercising
judi '21] review, though if the co 'iuliim can
be amended by mLIjnriLy votc (according m the
previous cthrLILIcristic), lhc impucl of judi Ll
rcvicw would be minimal anyway because it can
easily be ovcrriddcn by the majority.

Thcs six LIILIrLICILrislics of majm'itariun
democracy me all logically dcrivcd from the
pnnciplc of conccnlrzning puwcr in the hands
of ihc nIL'IJorin. Thrcc further chLIercIc
L II in Iddcd. not on logical groundS hm because
cmpincnl LInLIInyL has shown Ihm lhcy Increase
the chums [Inn on rpzlrl) dLnninnncc will in
fact occur. The first is 2| Iwo»purly syslcm: when
two In£|j0l purliCS dominaic ihc party sy>tcm. it
is highly likely that one (If Ihcm will emerge as
Ihc winning m InLIonin party in every cleclion.
III turn, a twn-purly system 15 enhanced by 2|
pluralily form of cicclions (according to ‘Duvcr
gcr's LLIw‘, to which only minm cxccptiuns have
bccn discovered)” and i0 ihc cxlcni [hm lhcrc
is only one dominant clcav'gc, typically (hi:
socin-cconnmic 0r lcfi—right division, in 2| coun»
try and its parly sy>1cm.'3

The nine Conlmsting characteristics of con»
scnsus democracy , or non-mLIjoriILu izm democ-
mcy — can be formulated by logical (IcIivL'ninn
fmm the nine clizirzlcleristlcs 0f mujmimriun
democracy, 1th is. by Iaking the 0pr 5 (if
c Ch: (I) broad coalition Libinc ‘ insicud (7f
onL-p'LIny barcmfljority cuhinc , , (2) 2| balanced
p(mcr rcluliomhip bclwccn ”10 cubinct Lind the
legislature instead ()ch'IbinCI predominanc (3)
a hicumcml Icgishmuc, particularly one in which
ihc Iwo chambers have roughly equal powers
and 2m: diffcrcmly Consmulcd. instead Of um-
cumcrallsm: (4) 1| federal and (lcccntruli ed
Stluclurc Instead 0f unitary and centralized
governmcn . (5) a ‘rigid' constitution man can
only be amended by cxlmordumry mujm' ic .
instead nfu ‘l'lcxiblc' wmlcn 0r unwrincn consti-
lution:(fi)]udi 'LIIrLVIcwm‘thc co IIIIionulin
m‘ lcglsluiion; (7) a multiparty Instead of a
iwo-purly system; (8) u multidImcmional party
system, in which the parties differ from each
mhcr on one or mom i: uc dimensions in
L'Iddiiion Io socio~cconomi issucs. for Instancc‘
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zilung icligiuusi culturalrcthnic. urhanrruml, or
foreign policy dimensions; and (9) elections by
proportional representation instead of hy plu-
mlity.”

I borrowcd the terms ‘majoriturian‘ and
‘conscnsus‘ democracy from Robert G. Dixon,

Jr, and my lists of contrasting characteristics are
milar, though not identical. [0 his.” Other

snholurs have made similar distinctions between
thL: two bu c types at dcmucmcy. What I call
mujoritztnun demoL y i- ullcd ’populistic'
democracy by both Duh] und Rikcr: and what
Icull conscns dcmocr ‘y cone 0nds mughly
to Rikcr‘s ‘libcral‘ democracy and to ‘4 Combi-
nation of Dahl's 'Madistmtan' and ‘polyarchal‘
dcnmcmcy.“

 

 

  

   

The rarity of majority rule in
contemporary democracies

Even 1| very casual application ofthc above lists
of contrasting clnuuctctistim to contemporary
democracies rcvcals the numerous exceptions to
majority rule: for instants. coalition cubinctx

systems. proportional rcplc‘cnr
tation, bi dmcial legislaturcs. Judicial review
and {c(lcruhsm are all common democratic put»
terns, Moreover, 2t mmc ,sy cmatic mapping of
contcmpomry dcmncraucs chOrding to these
ciitcriu shows that imljmitarian democracy is
vcry much the exception rather than the rule. I
hilvc made such 2m effort in DA’"!()('V‘LI(I(’\‘ for
the 21 Countries that have been democratic
without major interruptions from approximately
the cud 0f the Second World War until 1980:
15 West European democracies plus the Unitcd
States, Canada. Ismcl, Japan, Australizi‘ and
New Zealand.”’ (Bccuu, French democracy
underwent mztjm chungm III the transition from
the Fourth to the Fifth Republic, I ticatcd the
two chuhli 2H separate case») In a sul»
scqucnl co-uuthorcd unzilysts_ the Ci|>c> of thc
thrcc ncwly democratic Southern Europcun
countries were added: Spain, Portugal‘ and
GI'CCCC (based (in their dcmouutic cxpci'lcnce
fmm lhc mid719705 to the mid-l980'j.”

The positions hctwccn tnaiorita un' m und
consensus occupied by thc c 25 democracies LtI’C
shown in Figure l. Empiii ll anally ’ demon-
stmtcs that thc several tnuts distinguishing the
two basic forms of democracy Cluster along
two principal dimensions, on Much the figure

 
  

  

 

  

  

is based. The first may he called the
executivcsmartics dimension since it groups the
Clo cly rclalcd variables of the type of cabinet.
cabinet powcrt thc party systcm, And the clc
tom] system. Thc second dimcnsion COHSDIS
0f the closely related variables of dcgrcc of
centralization type of legislature. and degree
of m 'titutional flexibility. Since, in 0121 ical
deL Il thcmyt these are ulso thc chm'actcnsttcs
di, 'nguishing fcdcmlism fmm unitztiy govern—
mcnt. thi’ ' cond dimension may also he called
the fcdcml—unilury mic.” In order [0 Calculzttc
the scores for each country along the two dinicnr
sion, , the individual vzuiuhlcs wcie oper-
ationulizcd and. ‘incc they were measured on
different scales. ll’ICII valucs WCIC standardized
(so 9 to obtain a mean of 0 and a standard
devil tion 0f 1) The values along thc twu Llimcnr
sions arc the averagcg (again stundmdizcd) of
the Variables included in them. Positive values
in Figure 1 indicate mainrituriunism‘ negative
values consensusv

Figure 1 Shows that only two cmuttrim
can Imumhigunusly he labelled majority—rulc
democrat» Ncw anlund and, to a lesser
extent. the United Kingdom. All other democ-
racies diverge considerably from the majorit-
ariztn model '9 Moreovcri a closer insp tmn of
thc Biitish mid New Zczllitnd cases rcvcu : that
they may he rcgardcd 2 mainly but not purely
majoritztrizm. and that. ’gmficantl}, their devi-
atlmts lrom pure major“) i'ulc have m do With
the manugcmcnt of riou, . tciclzll cleavages
New Zealand u_ m adjusted s m of pluV
rality clcction, in Which sch‘tal districts arc
reserved for thc Maori minority so ils to guzuunr
tcc Maori rcprcscnlutmn in parliament — which
would be much lcas likcly if pure plurality were
used. In the United Kingdom. governmcnt polr
icy toward dccply diVIdCd Northern Iiclztnd hm
evolved in it clearly consensual direction: the
British havc instituted proportional rcpmsctr
tation III this province for all clccttons cxccpt
those to the House of Commons, the aim being
to establish u hmud Coalition gtwcrnmcnl Includ-
ing both the Protestant majority and Ihc Cath-
olic minority. Of Coursm the British [3' ‘amctal
leg turc is also a deviation from pure mujo tr

' I but, since the power of the Hon of
i< extremely limited. this represents only

2| slight exception.

The ictnaining 23 (lemoc s deviate even
more clearly fmm pure majority tulci although
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only one — Switzerland , is a vinually pure
consensus dcnmclucy. Mos! countries are
loam! smucwhcrc lmwccn thc eXU'cmcs of
majorily rule and Consensus. Murcmer, the
picture presented hy Figure 1 sun cleggcrmes
majorilmian tendencies because compulalion of
thc majmiuuiunisnrconscnsus scores‘ as
explained £1170ch based on the relative positions
of countries between mujmitarianism and con-
scusus vinually guarantees that equal (or almost
equal) numbcn of countries will be Iocaled [0
the right und m the lcfi 0f the vertical axis, and

 

above and below Ihc horizontal axis. If we were
Io use absolute values, there would be a general
Shift Iowzu'd the lcfi and [he honom of Figure 1
, that is. in thc direcfion of consensus democracy
— because for almost all differences between
majority rule and consensus, the consensus
characlcli, ics are much more common?“

In the 25 democracies in Figure 1, coalition
governments occur much more frequcmly than
Unopany cabincu; legislatures tend to be conr
siderahly more influential than ‘he docile House
of Commons in London; 15 countries have
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bicameral legislatures; 21 have written consti-
tutions protected by a qualified-majority amend-
ment procedure and/or judicial review; 19 coun-
tries use proportional 0r semi-proportional
representation; and multiparty and multidimen-
sional party systems are much mare common
than two-party and onc-dimensional party sySr
Iems. The only characteristic on which majority
rule appears to be the winner is unitary govern-
ment: only six otthe 23 democracies are formally
federal: the United States, Canada. the Federal
Republic of Germany, Switzerland, Austriav
and Australia. On the other hand, two (Belgium
and Spain) should be regarded as zit least Scmir
federal, and several of the formally unitary
states (notably the Scandinavian countries and
Japan) are in fact quite decentralized 7 compar-
able to federal Australia and Austriav2| This
single exception does not affect the overall pat—
tern, which is much closet lo the consensus than
to the majoritarian model of demociacy.

An additional remarkable, but often «wet»
looked, fact is that in the two mainly majority-
rule democracies, New Ze and and the United
Kingdom: the majorili _ that rule are usually
artificial ones in the legi, iture, and are not
based on popular majori es. ‘Winmng‘ panics
in Britain since 1945 and in New Zealand since
1954 have never won majorities 0f Ihe tolal
vote. In this important respect. even these two
countries cannot really be regarded as good
examples of majority rule.

, ihlc objection to the tibove Itfglk
ments is that it is based on only 23 cases which
are not a representative sample of the world‘s
democracies: they are mainly West European
and all belong to the industrialized wtuld. If we
were to cast our net more widely, we should also
include some of the “ore recently independent
Countries With 3 Br h political heritage, such
as Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobav), which
pta 'sc demncraey roughly along Br 1 lines.
On the other hand, we should then also include
federal India, federal Zlnd strongly coalitinnal

Malaysia, and the Latin American democracies,

virtually all of which use proportional rcpi‘csenr
tation. My estimate is that the overall pattern
would not change appre bly if we extended
our sample from the miginul 25 to, say, the
roughly 50 contemporary democracies.

A further countenargumenl is that majorip
arian traditions in the noanestern World are
stronger than in the 24 Western countries (Japan

    

  

 

being the only nen—Westem country in the set
of 25 in Figure 1). This point is made forcefully
by the Philippine statesman ltnd scholar Raul S.
Manglapus in his ieeent book Will of/he People,
significantly subtitled Original Democracy in
N(mAWes‘lem Stwie/iex, the main aim of which

is to disprove ‘the notion that despotism is the
natural non-Western way of life' — a notion
expressed by Claire Booth Luce. whom he
quotes, to the effect that ‘three quarters of the
nations of the world [that is, the non-Westeni
world] are not culturally adapted to democ-
racy',” He presents massive evidence of demo-
cratic traditions and practices in all parts of the
nterestern World, and particularly important
for our purposes , almost 21" his examples show
that the noanestcm democratic tradition is
much more consensual than majoritarian. In his
own words, ‘the common ehumcte i ‘ihc

element of eonse 'us a' opposed to advei
[malarilarian] de " " and he iep atedly

 

 

  

  

_ ons ,7
describes the non-Weslem democratic p10
as a ‘consensual process‘ based on a strong
‘ctinecm for harmony‘.24

Earlier writers had reached the same eon-
elusion. For instance. Rupert Emerson is in
error when he identifies the " sumption of the
majority‘s right to overrule a (ll ident minmity
after 21 period Of debate’ as a “Western tissumpr
tion' 7 this being specifically British — but he is
undoubtedly right when he argues that this
assumption ‘docs violence to conceptions haste
to non-Westetn peoples'. Although there tire
impmtmit differences among the traditions of
A"an and African societies, ‘their native ll‘lCiir
nation is generally toward extensive and unhuir
ried deliberation aimed at ultimate consensus,
The gradual discoveiy of areas of agreement is
the significant feature tint! nut the ability to
come to a speedy resolution of is, es by counting
heads ,15 Simllarly, Michael H - argues that
there is it typical ‘A m way‘ efde _ On-mzlking
based on such ide ’ ' Intt/aktu, a Malay term
for the ‘principle of unanimity built through
discussion rather than voting', and muxhawum/z,
the ‘traditinnal Indonesian method of coming to
zigreement not through majority tie 'sion hut by
a search for something like the Quaker ‘Sense
of the meeting?" And in his famous study of
West African polities, Sir Arthur Lewis emphas~
izes the strong consensual democratic traditions
in this area' The tribe has made its dec' Ion
by discussion, in much the way that eoaiititiiis
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function; this kind of democratic procedure is
m ihc hcan of ihc miginal institutions of the
people‘.27

The evidence is overwhelming [hm nmjorib
ziriun democracy is the cxccplion mthcr (him
Ihc ruic in actual pmcticcs and traditions 11! ill]
pans or the world. In ma, n is highly cxccp
nonaL limiicd m very few counlr — mainly
the Uniicd Kingdom and Coumrics heavily
influenced by the British political tradition.

 

Majority rule as a Kuhnian
paradigm

How can Ihis slriking dmcpuncy between the
[Iicurclicul pmmlncncc and Ihc cmpiricul nuiiy
m‘ majority rule be explaincd‘! The answer, i!
scams 10 ms, is ihui mujorily rulc 2| ‘pm'adigm‘
as defined b) Thomas s. Kuhn: 1| b' .c concept,
model. in uppmaciL (hat is Wldcly 2 \ptcd 7
21nd mrcly serious y examined 7 in a purliculur
licld of study. it , u Iwiceil feature of ch 3
p dlgm Ihal (ligcrcpzinu bciwccn in and
theory are no 'u Cicnl (0 load In its ubandom
mom: ‘Thcrc 2|! always difficullics omcwhcrc
In Ihc purudigm— unuc lil‘. 17m ihcsc icnd I0
13: cithcr disrcgardcd 0r vicwcd us rcmcdizlblc
by mcuns of small adjustmcm In the case nf
Ihc mujmily rulc pm'udignh discrepancies alc
generally explained away ivy saying mm (hey
are jusl slight cxccplmus m an imcrpx-ctauon
m’ dcmocrucy 1th mmins basically vulid. [Is
[clmcity can also he panly Cxplamcd in lcrms of
its bcuuiiful, and hence suinclivc, simplicily —
much Simpler und more :mruclivc Ihzm Ihc
notion (suncd‘ for instance, hy qun-Jucqucs
Rous 'uu). [hm Illc dcmocrznic dccision-muking
rule may rungs fmm major“) in ummlmily‘
depending nu ma importance and urgcncy m‘
th‘ issncs uwulvcd?’

Kuhn also urgucs. howcvcr. 1112“ when a
disclcpancy becomes ‘4 mujm‘ anomaly, n is no
iongcr possible [0 ignore il 01' m explain it
away. and the nuwcd paradigm ix mppicd in u
‘<cicnufic revolution?“U I! is hard to regard the
Lliscmpuncy hciwccn lhc ihcm-y 21nd meticc of
majoriiy rule as anything 1 [mm a sliiking
anomaly. We therefore need further explur
Imlio ‘ why ihc cxpcclcd cntific revolution
has [zulcd m occur, Let in Advance. somewilal
tcnlmivcly Lind speculutivciy. four such cxplm
nations.

   

  
   

   

   

   
  

One explanation is ihal while political Ir
once is practised worldwide. it IS espec ally
strong in 7 some would my dominated by 7 the
Angio»Amciican counuics And in (his 41521,
the wcighl 0f Briiish praclic and traditions is
proporlionully much grcalcr man in ihc world
as a whole. However, Ihi_ argument begs the
qucslion 0f why the non nuloriiarian fcmurcs
of the United States pol 11 system have not
bccn « ML 10 mm as a suffiucnl counterweight

.Thc US Constitution
is based on such Mudisonmn principles as
sepamlion and division of powcrs, checks and
balances. mixmrily protcciinn, extraordinary
majorilics, and so on 7 the very opposilcs of
simple majorituriamsm. Dzihl. for in xnCC,
dcscnb Mutlisoniun dcmocrucyundpopuli c
(mujoriturian) democracy as the iwo pnnupal
conlrz,ting conccpiio , 'Thcadditionalcxpla-
nation is ihal many Amcr 1m political scienti 9,
{mm Woodrow Wilson I0 Ihc Cammitlcc on

| Pmtlcs 0f ihc American Political Sci~
once A socizition, have tcndcd to bc Anglw
phiics, strong admirers of Bmi. poliliCsL and
intercsicd in rcforming us pol as along Emmi
nmjm'itariun lincs.‘2

/\ different cxplzlnalion — my third 7 is thzfl.
11'th c cncc of Mudisonianism is Ihc rest '
of Ihc majmily‘s power the US political s -
has some striking un--Mmiisonian characlc
Thc mos! impormm of ihmc are ihc concur
Imtion of cxccutivc power in the hands of one
individual» the clcclion of thc preside": hy 1|
majorilarizm method, the onc-pmty conmosmon
0f the Cabinci, ihc prcdmnlnuncc 01'th plurality
method in lcgislmivc clcctinns 2n all lcvc
thc tworpany systcm. For all of Ihcw rc
the United State is cl '>ificd us mainly m '
mizm 0n unc of ihe (lime ms , Ihc
cxccutivcs~partics dinlcnsiOn—in Figure 1, Only
with regard Io ihc fcdcrflkunimry dimension is
me United States strongly consensual In the
light of lh C majoriluriun chzu'actcnslics, Ihc
stutcmenis by Lincoln and dc Tocqueville, cilcd
curlicn become more understandable. It is also
important to realize m realize that prcsidcullal
government has ambivulcm consequences for
the degree of mujorilarian or consensus govern-
ment: on ihc one hand. ii means 'pamlion of
pnwcn - 2| consensual characteristic — hm mi
ihc other hand it means highly conccmmtcd
executive power and. since for ihc election of a
singlc official proportional rcprcscnmion can-
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A pwhlem max might be resolved more easily in u cmiscnsuul mlhcr [him inzuomunzm democracy: Nuvaju-llopi
Indians dcmmmmung for ihcir llmds m wxe m thc USA M lluuulkaplm

 

 

  not he used, nccu
of plurality m a .
mcihnd.

A fourth cxplmwiion is suggested by Dogan
and Puhrc who zuguc [hm scicntlfic Innovation
is more likcly Io occur ui thc margins than in
the Core of fields and disciplines. ‘3 Thc udy of
democracy. dominalcd by politcul 3c mists,
has luccn at the very core of political science,
which may have hccn 1m obstacle (0 Innovative
and orlglnal thinking. Pmmincm malnslrczlm
political Scientist — like Duhl and Smtori whom
I have quoted frequently 7 have made a major
contribution in) the better underslunrling of
majority rule by polming out that n is nm the
only form of democracy. But it seem ' significant
mm the most important frontal ‘L uult 0n
majority rule (by « Convinced (lcmocwl) was
launched by 1| poll lscicmisl \mrking in the
new public choice tradition 7 Rikcr, arguing the
logical flaws and inconsistencies of majority rule
and thc superimity of liberal democracy“ , mid

drily smalls [ho applicatlon
milar majoriturian clcctoral

     

lhut the first deCrn consensus IllCOViSI WZIS

Sir Anhur Lcwix 2m ccmimnisl rlellcr than a
pulitical sclcm' I, I! is worth plcscnling [he
csscncc of Lcw position in his own wisc
words ’Thc Wold "democracy" h Iwo mean»
ings. 115 primary meaning IS [hm all who are
affected by a decision should have the chance
in pzirticipmc in making Ihai decision‘ ciihcr
dirccily on through chosen reprcscnmfivcs. Its
secondary mcaning i< that the will of the
majorin shall prcv ' The second meaning.
Lewis writes, vinlulcs the primary rule if rcp-
rcscnmtives are grouped into a government zmd
2m Opposfllml, us in Britain. hccuu ' it excludes
the minority fmm dccision—making for an
extended period. Majority rule Can still be
acccpmblc ln hnmogcncu societic bnl in
Countries With (leap societal divisions, it " ml-
ally immoral. inconchnl with the primary
meaning of democracy, and destructive of any
prospect of building a nation in which different
peoples might live together in hurmuny‘.“
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These four cxplanalions of why no revolr
ution aguinsl the paradigm of majority rule has
taken place should obviously no: he read 115
juslificafions for the absence of such a revol-
ution. To restate my argument 111 the beginning

’ article, I bclicvc that the narrow and
unrculi' 1c cqualion ofdcmocracy with majority
rule is nm only theoretically untenahle bul also
misleading and hence practically vcry dangerous
when used as a guideline for writing new demo-
cratic con. ilulions. In my opinion, we should

  

  

revolt againfl majority rule as the solo criterion
of democracy, replace it with the broader con-
ception of democracy Ihal also includes consen—
sus democracy, accept mat, in practice, the
world‘s democracies and democratic traditions
arc much closer to the consens 3 made] than to
Ihc majorilarian model, and take the consensus
model as our point of departure — particularly,
as urged by Lewis, in designing democratic
constitutions for the many divided societies in
today‘s world.
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