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I need hardly remind this audience that one
of the characteristics of our field is the large
number of old and quite elemental questions—
elemental but by no means elementary—for
which we have no compelling answers. I don’t
mean that we have no answers to these ques-
tions. On the contrary, we often have a rich
variety of conflicting answers. But no answer
compels acceptance in the same way as a proof
of a theorem in mathematics, or a very nice fit
between a hypothesis and a satisfactory set of
data.

Whether the obstacles that prevent us from
achieving tight closure on solutions lie in our-
selves—our approaches, methods, and theories
—or are inherent in the problems is, paradoxi-
cally, one of these persistent and elemental
questions for which we have a number of con-
flicting answers. For whatever it may be worth,
my private hunch is that the main obstacles to
closure are in the problems themselves—in
their extraordinary complexity, the number
and variety of variables, dimensions qualities,
and relationships, and in the impediments to
observation and data-gathering.

However that may be, a question of this
sort often lies dormant for decades or even
centuries, not because it has been solved but
because it seems irrelevant. For even when no
satisfactory theoretical answer exists to a very
fundamental question, historical circum-
stances may allow it to be ignored for long
periods of time. Even specialists may refuse to
take a question seriously that history seems to
have shoved into the attic. What seem like
fundamental controversies in one age are very
likely to be boring historical curiosities in the
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next. And conversely it is my impression that
a great many of the elemental political ques-
tions regarded as settled in one age have a way
of surfacing later on.

I

One question of this kind is the problem of
the appropriate unit for a democratic political
system. Some aspects of this problem are, at
least to me, quite puzzling. For example, sup-
pose we accept the guiding principle that the
people should rule. We are immediately con-
fronted by the question: what people? I don’t
mean which particular individuals among a
collection of people, but rather: what consti-
tutes an appropriate collection of people for
purposes of self-rule? Among the vast number
of theoretically possible ways of dividing up
the inhabitants of this globe into more or less
separate political systems, or, if you will, into
“peoples,” are there any principles that in-
struct us as to how one ought to bound some
particular collection of people, in order that
they may rule themselves? Why thes collec-

tion? Why these boundaries?

Of course there are answers, like Schum-
peter’s statement that ‘‘a people’”’ must define
itself. But answers like these do not take us
very far, or else they take us too far toward the
simple doctrine that past might makes present
right, and hence present might will make
future right. A century ago in the United
States a Civil War was fought to compel the
Southern States by force of arms and military
conquest to remain in the Union, a war, it is
now painful to recall, that did not have as its
official, ostensible, or ideological purpose the
noble end of liberating Negroes and incorpo-
rating them into American life but, simply, the
maintenance of the Federal Union, if necessary
at the cost of the Negro. We can understand
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this easily enough as pure nationalism. But it
is more difficult to see that the proclaimed
goals of the North were much more than a par-
ticular and somewhat arbitrary definition of
American nationhood. Do we then conclude
that even if the development of a strong and
uniform nationhood might be a condition for
large-scale representative democracy, the man-
ner and process by which a “people” defines
itself—how it becomes a nation—cannot be
judged or determined by any criteria derived
from democratic theories or principles?

Just in case you may be about to dismiss all
the questions I have just raised as irrelevant
or uninteresting, let me be deliberately provoc-
ative by asking whether it could be wrong for
the American South to have seceded in 1861
but right for South Vietnam to do so today.
Alternatively, if military conquest of the
Southern Confederacy by the North was justi-
fied, is military conquest of the South also
justified by North Vietnam? If autonomous
self-rule was right for Belgium in 1830 is it
wrong for the Flemings today? If the inde-
pendence of Canada from the United States
is right, is the independence of Quebec from
Canada also right? And if autonomy is right
for France is it also right for the Celtic fringe
in Brittany? Or in Britain?

I hope I have asked enough questions to
persuade you that the problem of what partic-
ular and peculiar collections of people can be
said to form a proper unit for self-government
is relevant. And not only relevant: It is also
perhaps just a bit disturbing, quite possibly
even a frightening problem. Yet I do not think
we are going to be permitted to ignore it in the
near future.

Now that the problem of the appropriate
unit for a democratic political system has been
opened up, I want to skirt around the ques-
tions I have just raised in order to focus in the
brief time available to me this evening on cer-
tain other aspects of the problem. I propose to
ask what kind of unit is most appropriate for
democratic government. Is there a unit within
which the policies steadfastly supported by a
majority of citizens should prevail against
minorities within that unit and against all per-
sons outside that unit? In fact, can we say that
any specific unit is more appropriate for popu-
lar rule than any other?

Before I proceed, let me clarify what I mean
by the kind of unit. Should democracy be
based on a territorial unit, like a town, state,
or country, or a non-territorial unit, like a
labor union, business firm, or industry? How
big should the unit be? Small, like a committee
or neighborhood, large like a country or world
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region, or something in between like a state,
province or region? Or should it be any and all
of these things?

Like the question of what constitutes a
people, the question of what constitutes an
appropriate unit is very widely regarded as
settled. Yet a little reflection shows that it is
actually a wide-open question. The approved
school-solution is, of course, the nation-state.
Yet the bare possibility that the question has
not been so much answered by this solution as
ignored is hinted at by the troubling recollec-
tion of a simple historical fact: accepting the
nation-state as the appropriate unit for democ-
racy required the flat negation of an older con-
ventional view that prevailed for some two
thousand years.

II

The prior view, as I surely need not remind
this audience, held that the appropriate unit
for democracy is the city-state. The vision of
democracy in the city-state that prevailed, by
and large, from the Greeks to Rousseau is
surely one of the most seductive ever generated
in the Western world. Its millenial appeal
draws its force, I think, from the vision of man
living in a genuine human community of man-
sized proportions. In this vision, the city-state
must be small in area and in population. Its
dimensions are to be human, not colossal, the
dimensions not of an empire but of a town, so
that when the youth becomes the man he
knows his town, its inhabitants, its countryside
about as well as any of us knows his own college
or university. Given these human dimensions,
at its best citizenship would be close to friend-
ship, close even to a kind of extended family,
where human relations are intense rather than
bland, and where the eternal human quest for
community and solidarity can be wholly satis-
fied within the visible and comprehensible
limits of the polis. If the city-state is demo-
cratic—and it is this particular vision I have
in mind—it would be small enough to insure
extensive opportunities for direct participation
by all free (male) citizens in the management of
the community; and in the best of circum-
stances policies and decisions would reflect
wide discussion and a pervasive consensus.
Above all, the city-state would be autonomous,
in the sense that no one who is not a citizen of-
that community would possess any legitimate
right or power to interfere in the management
of the affairs of the city.

I cannot think of any better description of
this vision than Kitto’s lovely account of an
imaginary conversation between an Ancient
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Greek and a present-day member of the Athen-
aeum Club in London:

The member regrets the lack of political sense
shown by the Greeks. The Greek replies, “How
many clubs are there in London?” The member,
at a guess, says about five hundred. The Greek
then says, “Now if all these combined, what
splendid premises they would build. They could
have a clubhouse as big as Hyde Park.” “But,”
says the member, ‘“that would no longer be a
club.” “Precisely,” says the Greek, ‘“and a polis
as big as yours is no longer a polis.”?

One cannot help wondering how much the
geography of Greece helped to stimulate this
vision, for that land of mountains, valleys,
islands and the sea provided magnificent
natural boundaries for each community and
such a limited supply of arable land for each
valley and island that it is only the barest
poetic license to say that nature herself sug-
gested the small, autonomous city state—and
with this hint from nature a people to whom
Prometheus himself had given the first ele-
ments of civilization were bound to elaborate
among themselves the ideal form of the harsher
and very often uglier reality they knew so in-
timately.

If the deficiencies of the vision seem obvious
to the modern man who prefers the grandeur of
the great nations and the glories of great
metropolises like New York, London, Tokyo
and Calcutta, it is worth recalling that the
Greeks, too, understood that a price had to be
paid for the small, autonomous city-state. If
the city were to maintain its autonomy, and
particularly if it were to be truly self-sufficient
the price included a frugal and austere stan-
dard of daily life, pervasive violence and an-
archy in inter-city relationships, and the need
to defend one’s city against all comers, includ-
ing the giants. The Athenians, as we know,
proved unwilling to accept the first and devel-
oped an empire; they suffered horribly from
the second; and in the end they could not pay
the last.

Nonetheless, for two thousand years there-
after the vision of democracy in the city-state
dominated thought about democratic-republics.
Today, that vision may be seen by a few people
as a beguiling form of political life; but as a
reality and as an ideal it is in no sense funda-
mental to modern political culture, it is known
mainly to specialists, and almost no one seri-
ously proposes that the modern democratic
nations be carved up into genuinely autono-

1 H. D. F. Kitto, The Greeks (Baltimore: Pen-
guin Books, 1951, 1957) p. 79.
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mous city-states.

What happened is simply this: In the course
of the nineteenth century, the nation-state dis-
placed the city-state as the appropriate unit
for democracy. The change, when it came,
came swifty. We can bracket the transition
quite nicely by comparing Montesquieu and
Rousseau, who still see the city-state as the
only proper and indeed viable unit for a dem-
ocratic republic, with John Stuart Mill, who
in Representative Government dismisses as ir-
relevant in a single sentence at the end of a
chapter, almost as an afterthought, the two-
thousand year-old tradition. By Mill’s time
the nation-state had triumphed, the city-state
was for all practical purposes an historical
curiosity, and if democratic ideals were to sur-
vive they had to survive, it seemed, in the
form of representative governments for nation-
states and subordinate—but not autonomous—
territorial units within nation-states.

In retrospect, the change seems simpler and
more complete than it was. Nonetheless, it is
almost as if Americans were to go away for a
long week-end and come back on Monday
morning believing that the Soviet Union repre-
sented free enterprise and bourgeois democracy.

We could zero-in even more precisely on this
historic cross-roads by looking at the debate
in our own Constitutional Convention of
1787, which was to create a constitution for the
first of the giant representative democracies.
By 1787, the population of the United States
was already greater than that of all of Ancient,
Greece; in area it was immense, and everyone
knew that its territory would go on growing.
Yet the traditional view that a republic could
flourish only in relatively small communities
still persisted even among leading members of
the Convention. In his famous argument in
Federalist No. 10, which he originally advanced
in the Convention itself, Madison met this

-prejudice head-on and in a brilliant exercise

turned it upside down by arguing that faction,
the inevitable and fatal disease of small re-
publics, could be mitigated only in a republic of
large size. Extend the bounds of a republic, the
old tradition argued, and you destroy it.
Narrow the bounds of a republic, Madison
argued in rebuttal, and you make it vulnerable
to the dread disease of all small republics—
factionalism. Extend the bounds of a republic
and you help to generate immunity to that
disease.

As we all know, the institutional innovation
that made it possible to extend the bounds of a
republic was representation: an innovation
that democrats like Madison, Jefferson, their
French contemporary whose work Jefferson so
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much admired, Destutt de Tracy, and James
Mill all regarded as one of the most profound
political inventions of all time.

When the years of the American republic
grew into decades, its mere existence stood as
living proof that a democratic republic need
not be as small as the city; thanks to represen-
tation it might indeed be gigantic. In the con-
test for supremacy in Europe the nation-state
had long since come to prevail over the city-
state; and as democratic ideas spread, they
were focussed not on the obsolete and by now
largely forgotten city-state but, naturally, on
the nation-state. By the middle—and certainly
by the end—of the nineteenth century the idea
of democracy in the city-state had been en-
tirely displaced by the idea of representative
democracy in the nation-state. The triumph
was complete.

Although it is often thought that the older
view was refuted, it seems to me that it was
not so much refuted as rejected. It is not clear,
at least to me, that the kind of political life
the Greeks thought possible in the small, auton-
omous, democratic city-state—even if these
possibilities were not often fulfilled—is even
theoretically possible with representative gov-
ernment in the large nation-state. Perhaps we
create needless trouble for ourselves by claim-
ing that the ideals and potentialities of democ-
racy in the city-state are realized, or theoreti-
cally capable of being realized, through the
institutions of representative government in
the nation-state. One may question the value
of the city-state ideal, and suspect the extent
to which it was ever realized, for practise fell
far short of the ideal even in Athens, and the
seamy side of the city-state was, if one looks
at it unromantically, pretty appalling. Yet
however one may feel about these matters, the
essential point is that representative govern-
ment in the nation-state is in many respects so
radically—and inescapably—different from de-
mocracy in the city-state that it is rather an
intellectual handicap to apply the same term,
democracy, to both systems, or to believe that
in essence they are really the same.

III

In any case it would surely be a sign of
hubris to assert that the ideals and institutions
of democracy have reached or will reach their
final destination, and their fulfillment, in the
nation-state. For one thing, with each passing
day it grows more reasonable to see the nation-
state as a transitory historic form, to foresee
that the nation-state will some day cease to
exist as an autonomous unit, just as the city-
state did. I do not mean to rush things. The
nation-state is a tough organism, with great
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capacities for survival; it is still far and away
the strongest and most durable political unit
we know. In much of the world political
leaders are even now struggling desperately to
create their own nation-state out of the frag-
ments of traditional societies; or, having
achieved a momentary success, they go to bed
each night half sick with worry lest they awake
next morning and find their fragile nation has
fallen into fragments during the night. In
many parts of the world, it will be generations
before peoples have defined themselves and
have arrived at that state of confident nation-
hood where it finally becomes possible to
imagine, without panic, the decline and super-
cession of the nation.

Those Western nation-states in which de-
mocracy has flourished for some generations
are not only tough, but on the whole, I believe,
extraordinarily benign units of government.
Historically and comparatively, all the alter-
natives to representative government in the
nation-state seem to me, and I imagine to most
of us here, markedly inferior by comparison
and often malignant, vicious, and anti-human.
Nonetheless, straining to peer into the thick
murk of the future, it is difficult, at least for
me, to see mankind still existing on this globe
without larger political orders than the nation-
state, without greater displacement of inter-
national anarchy by constitutionalism and the
rule of law. In the West, the nation-state has
already lost some of its autonomy; it will lose
more. Unless we political scientists are to be
overswept by events, as we usually are; if we
try, as Bertrand de Jouvenel keeps urging us,
to conjecture about the future, in order to help
shape it; if we use the past to help foresee the
longer stretch ahead and not merely to dissect
yesterday in order to understand a moment in
the past and a moment today—then it is not
too soon for us to anticipate a future for democ-
racy when the major unit that has prevailed
during the past two centuries, the nation-state,
has become an integral and subordinate unit
in some larger legal and constitutional order,

There is a second and more immediate rea-
son why the nation-state is not an altogether
satisfactory fulfillment of the ancient and con-
tinuing aspiration for democratic self-govern-
ment: its immensity—immensity not so much
of territory, which becomes less and less im-.
portant, as immensity of numbers, of popula-
tion, of citizens.

Unless wholly new evidence turns up, we
shall never have anything more than the shaki-
est estimates of the population of Athens, but
there are some reasonable if very rough guesses
as to the approximate number of adult male
citizens at about the time of Pericles—the
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demos, then, in the Athenian democracy. A
quorum in the Assembly was fixed for some
purposes at 6,000. There were about 18,000
seats in the Pnyx, where the Assembly met. An
estimate of 40,000 adult male citizens may be
high; it is surely not too low.2 And Athens, re-
member, was the largest of the ancient Greek
city-states.

Consider, now, some present-day nation-
states. The smallest democratic nation-state,
Iceland, has more than twice as many adult
citizens as Athens had by our outside estimate.
What we ordinarily call small democracies are,
in fact, gigantic. The number of adult citizens
in New Zealand is around 30 times that of
Athens, while the Netherlands has more than
100 times as many adult citizens as Athens
had. France has more than 500 times as many,
the United States about 2500, and India, the
largest representative democracy in the world,
five to six thousand times as many. In fact the
number of new voters coming of age each year
in India would supply a citizen body for more
than a hundred city-states the size of Athens.

Fortunately for these giant systems, there
are some important ways of participating in
the political life of a democracy that are not
significantly limited by the size of the citizen
body or its territory. One of these, happily, is
voting. Because different individuals can vote
more or less simultaneously, and in different
places, time and space do not limit the size of
an electorate. Nor do time and space limit the
number of citizens who can engage in various
forms of consummatory and symbolic partici-
pation, such as reading about politics in the
press, listening to the radio, or watching TV.

Some kinds of participation, on the other
hand, cannot be performed simultaneously. In-
stead they have to be carried on sequentially.
In these cases, time does impose restraints on
size, and particularly on the number of indi-
viduals who can participate. For example,
time’s harsh and inescapable constraints im-
pose severe limits on the size of a group that is
intended for full and free discussion—a group,
that is, in which every member has an oppor-
tunity to present his views to all the other
members. I shall come back to these constraints
in a moment.

2 Various classical scholars have made valiant
attempts to guess the population of Athens and
its composition—citizens, adult males, metics,
slaves—from the most fragmentary bits of evi-
dence. I have not been able to locate any esti-
mate that does not seem to leave great room for
error. Kitto suggests “30,000 as a reasonable esti-
mate of the normal number of citizens” in the
Fifth Century: op. cit, p. 131.
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Returning to our question of the appropriate
unit for democracy, and keeping in mind time’s
inexorable constraint, we discover that this
simple and elemental limit on human behavior
cuts both ways: Whenever the number of
citizens grows large, to maximize their equal
opportunities to control their government
people must resort to representation. They
have no alternative. Yet if time’s constraint
demands this shift from direct democracy to
representative government, it also reduces and
ultimately eliminates the possibility that every
citizen can engage in a discussion that includes
the officials who are charged with the author-
ity to decide.

The greater the number of citizens, then,
the longer and more indirect must be the
channel of communication from the citizen to
his top political leaders. But the communica-
tion between a citizen and his leaders is not a
symmetrical relationship. Even in the Assem-
bly at Athens, Pericles could speak directly
and at great length to many more Athenians
than could ever hope to speak directly to
Pericles. But where the size of Pericles’ audi-
ence was limited by the range of the unampli-
fied human voice, radio and television have
eliminated all constraints on the size of a
speaker’s audience. As a result, the larger a
system grows, the more and more one-sided
becomes communication between citizens and
top leaders: the President of the United States
can, in principle, speak directly to a hundred
million potential voters, of whom only an in-
finitesimally small fraction can ever speak
directly to him. If you doubt that the fraction
is infinitesimally small, I urge you to try a few
simple arithmetical exercises using the most
generous calculations as to the President’s
time and the most severe restrictions on the
length of the conversation between citizen and
President.

There are, of course, ways of coping with
this asymmetry in communications, but it
would take me too far afield to explore them
here. The essential point is that nothing can
overcome the dismal fact that as the number
of citizens increases the proportion who can
participate directly in discussions with their
top leaders must necessarily grow smaller and
smaller. The inherent constraint is neither evil
men nor evil institutions, nor any other eradic-
able aspect of human life, but rather a dimen-
sion of all existence that is morally neutral, be-
cause it is implacable, unswerving, and ines-
capable—time.

v

I have a fantasy in which a modern Consti-
tutional Convention assembles a group of 55
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men or thereabouts whose commitment to
democracy and whose wisdom are neither of
them in doubt. Their task is to design demo-
cratic institutions suitable for this small
planet in the year 2,000. And so they come to
the problem of the unit.

Being learned, as well as wise, naturally they
recall the city-state. Well, says one, since full
civic participation is possible only if the num-
ber of citizens is small, let us arrange for a
world of small democratic city-states. Let the
unit of democracy, then, be the smali city.

Ah, says another, you forget that the world
of the 21st Century is not ancient Greece. You
even forget that ancient Greece was the setting
for a highly defective international system.
The trouble with the small city in the modern
world is that there are too many problems it
cannot cope with, because they go beyond its
boundaries. Think of some of the problems of
American cities: revenues, transportation, air
and water pollution, racial segregation, in-
equality, public health ... I would make the
list longer, but it is already long enough to
show that the small city is obviously an inap-
propriate unit and that we have to locate de-
mocracy in a larger unit. I urge that we con-
sider the metropolis.

But, says a third, even the boundaries of the
metropolis are smaller than the kinds of prob-
lems you mention. The legal boundaries of the
metropolis are an obsolete legacy of the past.
What we need is metropolitan governments
with legal boundaries extending to the limits of
the metropolitan area itself, boundaries set
not by obsolete patterns of settlement but by
present densities.

Your argument is persuasive, says a fourth,
but you do not carry it far enough. Demog-
raphers and planners now tell us that in the
United States, to take one example, there is
an uninterrupted urban area on the East Coast
extending from Virginia to Maine. Even your
metropolitan governments will be too small
there. And in the future much of the world will
surely be as densely settled as our Eastern
seaboard. Consequently, I believe that we
must design regional democracies, controlled
by democratic governments responsive to the
electorate of a whole region.

Well, says a fifth, I notice you have already
bypassed such things as states and provinces,
which is all to the good, since they are as an-
achronistic as the small city. But you will have
to agree that even if you carve up the world
into regional governments big enough, for in-
stance, to cover the Eastern seaboard, you
cannot expect these units to be adequate for

THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEW

very long. With the population of the world
reaching 6 billion, or 10 billion, most of the
United States will soon be a vast, undiffer-
entiated, urban mass. Other countries are
headed in the same direction. There is, then, a
good deal to be said for the only traditional
unit that enjoys consensus and allegiance on a
scale commensurate with the problems. I mean,
of course, the nation-state. If we were to think
of the United States as one city, as we shall
have to do in the future, it is obvious that the
proper unit to bound our sovereign electorate
cannot be smaller than the United States.
With minor changes here and there, the nation-
state is probably good for another century or
s0. So let us proceed to make use of it by elim-
inating the powers of all the intermediate
units, which are, after all, only obstacles that
permit local groups to frustrate national ma-
jorities.

But, objects a sixth, you are still too much
the victim of the past to think clearly about the
future. Obviously our very existence depends
on our capacity to create a government that
will subordinate the nation-state to a larger
legal order. Just as your villages, towns, cities,
metropolises, and regions are too small to cope
singlehandedly with their problems, so too is
your nation-state, even one as big as the United
States, the USSR, or China. The fatal flaw of
the nation-state is its inability to eliminate
interstate violence; and because of our genius
for violence we can now destroy the species.
Even prosaic problems are now beyond the
control of the nation-state: the efficiencies that
come from world markets, monetary problems,
the balance of trade, the movement of labor
and skills, air and water pollution, the regu-
lation of fishing, the dissemination of nuclear
weapons. . . .I know it is bold, but we must
plan for a world government, and to us that
surely means a democratic world government.
The appropriate electorate for the 21st Cen-
tury is nothing smaller than the human race.
The only legitimate majority is the majority
of mankind.

At this point there is a tumult of objections
and applause. Finally the first speaker gains
the floor. Each speaker, he says, has been more
persuasive than the last. But, he adds, I simply
cannot understand how my learned friend, the
last speaker, proposes to govern the world, if
he has in mind, as I thought, a single world- -
wide electorate, a single parliament, a single
executive, all attempting to represent that non-
existent monstrosity, a single world-wide ma-
jority. I say that even if it would miraculously
hold together, which I doubt, a democracy
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with six billion citizens is no democracy at all.
I, for one, do not wish to be only one six-
billionth part of any government. One may as
well accept a despot and have done with the
Big Lie that what we have is a democracy.

Ah, the advocate of a democratic world
government now replies, of course I meant
that there would be subordinate governments,
which would be democracies.

I thank my learned colleague for this im-
portant clarification, says the advocate of the
small city-state. I now propose that these sub-
ordinate governments consist of units about
the size of small cities.

Again there is tumult. The speaker who now
gains the floor is the one who had earlier
spoken in behalf of the metropolis. Hold on, he
objects, if we are to have a subordinate unit,
surely it must be one large enough to deal with
the problems of an urban society. Obviously
this unit should be the metropolis. . . .

Suddenly it becomes as clear to everyone at
the Constitutional Convention as it has become
to you that the argument over the unit has
gone completely around in a circle, that it has
now started all over again, that it has no logical
terminus, that it could go on forever. Perhaps
that is why we still talk about the city-state.

For the logic seems unassailable. Any unit
you choose smaller than the globe itself—and
that exception may be temporary—can be
shown to be smaller than the boundaries of an
urgent problem generated by activities of some
people who are outside the particular unit and
hence beyond its authority. Rational control
over such problems dictates ever larger units,
and democratic control implies a larger elec-
torate, a larger majority. Yet the larger the
unit, the greater the costs of uniform rules, the
larger the minorities who cannot prevail, and
the more watered down is the control of the
individual citizen. Hence the argument for
larger units does not destroy the case for small
units. What it does is to make a seemingly
small but radical shift in the nature of the
arguments.

For we drop completely the notion so dear
to the Greeks and early Romans that to be
legitimate a unit of government must be wholly
autonomous. With autonomy we also drop the
belief that there is a single sovereign unit for
democracy, a unit in which majorities are
autonomous with respect to all persons outside
the unit and authoritative with respect to all
persons inside the unit. Instead we begin to
think about appropriate units of democracy as
an ascending series, a set of Chinese boxes,
each larger and more inclusive than the other,
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each in some sense democratic, though not
always in quite the same sense, and each nof
inherently less nor inherently more legitimate
than the other.

Although this may be a discomforting and
alien conception in some democratic countries
where political tradition has focussed on the
over-riding legitimacy, autonomy, and sover-
eignty of the nation-state and of national
majorities, even in these countries the evolu-
tion of pluralistic institutions has vastly modi-
fied the applicability of monistic conceptions of
democracy. And of course in democracies with
federal systems, like Switzerland, Canada, and
the United States, or in non-federal countries
like the Netherlands that inherit a political
tradition powerfully shaped by federalism and
the legitimacy of pluralist institutions, to see
the units of democracy as a set of Chinese
boxes is very much easier—though even in
these countries it will take some re-thinking
and a vast amount of institution-building be-
fore any of us can think easily about the nation-
state as a Chinese box nested in yet larger ones
of equal legitimacy.

Our imaginary Constitutional Convention,
and our Chinese boxes do not, of course, bring
us much closer to a solution to our original
problem of the appropriate unit for democracy.
But they do suggest that there is not neces-
sarily a single kind of unit, whether it be city-
state or nation-state, in which majorities have
some specially sacred quality not granted to
majorities in other units, whether smaller or
larger, more or less inclusive.

A Frenchman, perhaps even an Englishman,
or any strong believer in majority rule will tell
me that surely in one of these boxes there must
be a majority that is sovereign, or else conflicts
between different majorities, one of which
may in a larger perspective be only a minority,
can never be resolved. I ask, very well, a ma-
jority of what unit? And my critic will say,

" the majority, naturally, of the nation. To

which I reply, why is this more sacred than the
others? Because it is larger? But I can point to
still larger majorities in the making in this
world. Will you remain faithful to your answer
when your nation is a unit in a world polity?
Or will you not, instead, revert to federalist
conceptions? Anyway, I might add, in a num-
ber of federal countries, including some rather
old and respectable representative democracies,
citizens have grown moderately accustomed to
the idea that national majorities—or rather
their spokesmen—are not necessarily more
sacred than majorities or minorities in certain
kinds of less inclusive units. This is logically
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untidy, and it requires endless readjustments
as perspectives and levels of interdependence
change. But it makes for a better fit with the
inevitable pluralistic and decentralizing forces
of political life in nation-states with representa-
tive governments.

The hitherto unreported debate at our
imaginary Convention also suggests that in a
world of high population densities, ease of
communication, and great interdependence,
where autonomy is in fact impossible short of
the earth itself, we confront a kind of dilemma
that the Greeks could hardly have perceived.
Let me suggest it by advancing a series of
propositions:

The larger and more inclusive a unit, the more
its government can regulate aspects of the en-
vironment that its citizens want to regulate,
from air and water pollution and racial justice to
the dissemination of nuclear weapons.

Yet, the larger and more inclusive a unit with
a representative government, and the more com-
plex its tasks, the more participation must be
reduced for most people to the single act of voting
in an election.

Conversely, the smaller the unit, the greater
the opportunity for citizens to participate in the
decisions of their government, yet the less of the
environment they can control.

Thus for most citizens, participation in very
large units becomes minimal and in very small
units it becomes trivial. At the extremes, citi-
zens may participate in a vast range of complex
and crucial decisions by the single act of casting
a ballot; or else they have almost unlimited op-
portunities to participate in decisions over matters
of no importance. At the one extreme, then, the
people vote but they do not rule; at the other,
they rule—but they have nothing to rule over.

These are extreme cases, and if they were
all there were, it would be a discouraging
prospect. But may there not be others in
between? :

Before we turn to this question, I want you
to notice that our hypothetical Constitutional
Convention and the Chinese boxes also hint
at the possibility that we may need different
models of democracy for different kinds of
units. By models I mean here both empirical
models that would help us to understand the
world as it 7s and normative models that would
guide us in shaping the world we believe ought
to be. We need models that approximate
reality in the world of history and experience,
and models that indicate standards of per-
formance by which we can appraise the
achievements of a particular democracy. I
see no reason to think that all kinds of units
with democratic institutions and practices do,
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can, or should behave in the same way—no
reason, then, why we should expect democracy
in a committee, in a city, and in a nation to be
markedly different both in fact and in ideal.
If we expect that representative government
in the nation-state is roughly equivalent to
democratic participation in a committee then
we are bound to be misled in our understanding
of political life, in our hopes, and in our strate-
gies for changing the world from what it is to
what it ought to be.

v

Let me rephrase my question. If the nation-
state is too immense, and if interdependence
and population densities render the auton-
omous self-governing city-state too costly,
are there units powerful enough, autonomous
enough, and small enough to permit, and in the
right circumstances to encourage, a body of
citizens to participate actively and rationally
in shaping and forming vital aspects of their
lives in common? Is there, in this sense, an
optimal unit?

There are a number of candidates for this
position. Occasionally, for example, one still
runs across a nostalgia for the village—a
nostalgia strongest, I suspect, among people
who have never lived in small towns. There
are also suggestions going back nearly a century
that we shift our search for the democratic
unit away from the government of the state to
the government of non-state institutions, such
as the workplace, business firm, corporation,
or industry. And lately there has been a re-
surgence of interest, especially among young
political activists, in the old and recurring idea
of reconstructing democracy around small
units that would offer unlimited opportunities
for participation.

Although I cannot possibly do justice to these
various alternatives in the brief time available
to me here, I would like to venture a few
comments on each.

The fragmented and even shattered com-
munity in which modern man seems con-
demned to live tempts one to suppose that the
appropriate unit for democratic life might be
the village or small town. Only there, it might
be thought, could one ever hope to find a center
of life small enough so that it permits wide
participation, and small enough besides to
foster the sense of unity, wholeness, belonging, -
of membership in an inclusive and solidary
community which we sometimes seem to want
with such a desperate yearning. Speaking for
myself, I doubt whether man can ever recap-
ture his full sense of tribal solidarity. Like
childhood itself, there is no returning to the
childhood of man. What is more, the attempt
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to satisfy this craving, if carried far on a
densely packed globe, leads not to community
but to those hideously destructive forms of
tribalism that this century has already seen
too much of.

Anyway, I suspect that the village probably
never was all that it is cracked up to be. The
village, including the pre-industrial village,
is less likely to be filled with harmony and
solidarity than with the oppressive weight of
repressed deviation and dissent which, when
they appear, erupt explosively and leave a
lasting burden of antagonism and hatred. I
have not been able to discover much evidence
of the consensual gemeinschaft in descriptions
of the small town of Springdale in upstate New
York, or St. Denis in Quebec, or Peyrane, the
village in the Vaucluse, or the small English
town of Glossop near Manchester, or the
peasant village of Montegrano in South Italy,
or the Tanjore village in South India that
André Betéille recently described.?

Here, for example, is how Horace Miner saw
political life in the French Canadian parish of
St. Denis thirty years ago:

Politics is a topic of continual interest and one
which reaches fever heat during election time . . .
The whole parish is always divided between the
“blues” or Conservatives, and the ‘reds.” Party
affiliations follow family lines and family cliques
and antagonisms. The long winter veillées are
attended almost invariably by family groups of
similar political belief. Constituents of each party
have a genuine dislike for those of the other ...
Election time is one of great tension, of taunts
and shouting as parishioners get their evening
mail . . . Insults are common, and many speak-
ing acquaintances are dropped. During the last
election the minority candidate had to have one
meeting in the parish in secret, another open but
under provincial police protection . . . Campaigns
reach their climax with the assemblée conira-
dictoire, at which both candidates speak. Char-
acteristically at these meetings there are organized
strong-arm tactics, drinking, and attempts to
make each candidate’s speech inaudible . . .

3 Arthur J. Vidich and Joseph Bensman, Small
Town in Mass Society (Garden City, N. Y.: An-
chor Books, 1960); Horace Miner, St. Denis, A
French Canadian Parish (Chicago: University of
Chicago Phoenix Books, 1939, 1963); Laurence
Wylie, Village in the Vaucluse (New York: Har-
per Colophon, 1957, 1964); A.H. Birch, Small-
Town Politics, A Study of Political Life in Glossop
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959); Ed-
ward C. Banfield, The Moral Basis of a Back-
ward Society (New York: The Free Press, 1958);
André Betéille, Caste, Class and Power (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1966).
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The chicanery of politicians is a byword in the
parish. Factional strife threatens the life of every
organized association ... On the whole the as-
sociational life of the community is weak. The
people are not joiners.*

Thus the village democracy before the
demos was ruined by industrialization and
urbanization!

If the democratic village seems hardly worth
seeking in this industrial and post-industrial
epoch, the prospect is all the more appealing
that democracy might be extended to the
place where most adult citizens spend most of
their time—their place of work. Professional
people with a great deal of autonomy, aca-
demics like ourselves who enjoy an extraordi-
nary amount of autonomy and a fair measure of
self government in our universities, executives
and administrators who see authority rela-
tionships from above rather than from below,
all are likely to underestimate the consequences
for the average citizen in a modern industrial
society flowing from the fact that at his place of
work he is a rather low-level subordinate in a
system of hierarchical relationships. Although
the term democracy has been prostituted in the
service of employee relationships, the fact is
that practically everywhere in the world, the
industrial workplace—the factory, industry, or
corporation, whether owned privately or
publicly—is no democracy in any sense con-
sistent with our usage in the realm of the state.
“The idea of a factory, nationalized or priv-
ately-owned,” it has been said, “‘is the idea of
command.”’” The factory, the enterprise, the
industry, the corporation is a hierarchy; it may
be an aristocracy, an oligarchy, a monarchy, a
despotism, but it is not a democracy. This is as
true in socialist economies as in capitalist and
mixed economies. A century ago Engels as-
serted that hierarchy would be necessary in the
factory even under socialism, that even in a

_socialist enterprise the worker would lose his

autonomy. Over the entrance to the factory, he
said, recalling The Inferno, the words should
be written:

Lasciate ogni autonomia, voi che entrate!’

Whether the work-place should be democra-
tized, and if so how and how much, are ques-
tions that need to be distinguished from the

4 Miner, op. cit., 58-61.

§ Graham Wooton, Workers, Unions and the
State (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966),
36.

¢ Ibid., p. 36. The quotation is from Engels’
essay “On Authority” in Lewis S. Feuer (ed.),
Marz and Engels: Basic Writings (New York:
Doubleday Anchor, 1959), 481-484.
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problem of regulating the enterprise, industry,
or corporation to insure that it accomplishes
the social and public functions that are the
only reason the rest of us are willing to grant
its vast legal rights, privileges and immunities,
and extraordinary power. If democratic states
have become immense, so have corporations.
There are privately owned corporations that
have gross annual revenues greater than the
GNP of most countries of the world, that spend
annually sums greater than the entire budgets
of the governments of most of the nation-states
in the world. To insure that these immense
resources and powers are used for public pur-
poses is a staggering problem. But internal
democracy in the factory, firm, industry or
corporation is not necessarily a more effective
means of public control than regulating a
hierarchically administered firm by competi-
tion and the price system, by a regulatory
agency, by government ownership, or by
various combinations of these and other possi-
bilities. Indeed, even if the modern corporation
were internally democratic, no matter whether
it were public or private and no matter whether
it were to operate in an economy predomi-
nantly privately owned or predominantly
publicly owned, I do not think we any more
than the Soviets or Yugoslavs would want to
dispense entirely with such external controls
as competition and the price system. In short,
no system of ¢nternal control negates the need
for a system of external controls that compel
or induce those who exercise authority within
the enterprise, whether these managers are
chosen by and are accountable to stockholders,
workers, or the state, to employ their power
and resources for jointly beneficial purposes
rather than for exploiting consumers.

But even if we can distinguish the problem
of internal democracy from that of external
control, the problem does not vanish. And
even if this problem is extraordinarily diffi-
cult—as I think it is—it seems to me too
important to be neglected, particularly by
political scientists. It is true that in many
developed countries with representative
governments, trade union power has substi-
tuted bargaining for undiluted hierarchy in the
control of wages and working conditions. But
even where they are most powerful, labor
unions have by no means created a democratic
factory or industry; moreover, as a result
more of apathy than of repression, few unions
anywhere have developed a really high degree
of internal democracy. Aside from a few
scattered instances elsewhere,” the most mas-

7 Wooton, op. cit., 113-124.
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give, ambitious, and far-reaching experiment
in democratizing the workplace has been
taking place in Yugoslavia since 1950. Sober
studies® suggest that while the system of
workers’ control has problems—some of them,
like apathy and Michel’s iron law of oligarchy,
familiar to every student of democratic
organizations—it might well prove to be a
viable system of internal control. If it does,
it will surely stand as an alternative with a
very great appeal—at least in the long run—
to workers in other industrial nations. If
workers can participate in the government of
their factories in Yugoslavia, and if these fac-
tories prove to be relatively efficient, surely
the whole question of internal democracy will
come alive in other countries.

Yet even if it should prove to be possible,
efficient, and desirable, I do not believe that
democracy in the work-place is a substitute
for democracy in the state. For one thing, I
doubt whether democracy in the work place
can be preserved indefinitely unless there is
democracy in the state. Moreover, where an
opposition party is illegal in the state, opposi-
tion in the factory has distinet limits.® Finally
—and this is the most important point—the
work place is not as important as the state and
with increasing leisure it may grow less so. To
accept as a focus for self-government a type of
unit that is and must be concerned with only a
small part of the range of collective concerns
would be to trivialize the democratic idea. I
find it hard to believe that man’s aspiration
toward rational control over his environment
by joint action with his fellow men will ever
be satisfied by democratizing the production
of aspirin, cars, and television sets.

As T have already suggested, any form of
political participation that cannot be per-
formed more or less simultaneously but must be
carried on sequentially runs into the implac-
able barrier of time. Time’s relentless arrow
flies directly to the Achilles’ heel of all schemes
for participatory democracy on a grand scale.
It is easy to show that any unit small enough
for all the members to participate fully (where
each member has the opportunity to present
his views and have them discussed) cannot be
larger than a working committee. If you doubt

8 Cf. Albert Meister, Socialisme et Autogestion,
L’Ezxpérience Yougoslave (Paris: BEditions du’
Seuil, 1964); and Jiri Kolaja, Workers Councils:
The Jugoslav Experience (New York and Wash-
ington: Frederick A. Praeger, 1966).

® See the comments of Kolaja, op. cit., pp. 7
and 66ff.; and Meister, op. cit., pp. 240245, 263-
278, 373.
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this, I ask you to sit down with pencil and
paper and do a few exercises with various
assumptions as to the time available for deci-
sions and the time required for each partici-
pant to make his point or at least present his
point of view.!® You will quickly see how cruel
is time’s neutral guillotine. Or let me simply
evoke your own experience with committees
to remind you how quickly a committee
grows too large for every member to partici-
pate fully. Or consider the experience of
legislative committees, cabinets, regulatory
commissions, judicial bodies.

Would we not all agree that an effective
working committee can have no more than—
let us err on the side of generosity—30 to 40
members? Drawing on your own experience,
most of you, I imagine, would cut these figures
by a half or two-thirds.

Now if the great advantage of a unit the
size of a working committee is that it allows
full participation by its members, its great
drawback, from a democratic point of view, is
that unless it is a representative body or an
agent of a representative body it ought not be
given much public authority. Either the unit,
though small, is granted authority because it
represents a much larger number of citizens;
or else, not being a representative body, it has
little authority other than to recommend and
advise; or else, if it has much power and is not
a representative body, its power is illegiti-
mate. In an interdependent society, any sig-
nificant power wielded by a body the size of a
working committee is bound to have import-
ant effects on citizens not sitting on that com-
mittee. Consequently either the committee is
representative or its power is illegitimate. We
can hardly espouse the small, self-governing,
fully participatory unit as a normative goal if
it is illegitimate. If it is representative, then
it is no longer a body in which all citizens can
participate fully. We have run into a cul de
sac, as you see, and so we must get back to the
starting point.

Some of you may regard this as a pessi-
mistic analysis. It is, I admit, a very large fly
in the oiniment. Like death, it may be a
brutal and perhaps even a tragic limit on man’s
possibilities, but I do not see why this conclu-
sion must lead to pessimism. The idea of
democracy would never have gotten off the
ground if enthusiastic democrats had not been
willing to settle for something a good deal less
than complete and equal participation by all
citizens in all decisions. It is worth recalling

10 Cf. Bertrand de Jouvenel, “The Chairman’s
Problem,” this REviEw, 55 (June, 1961), 368-372.
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that in Athens, where the opportunities for
free male citizens to participate in running the
city seem to have been about as great as they
have ever been anywhere, citizens were chosen
for what was probably the most coveted par-
ticipation in the life of the polis—a seat on
the Council of Five Hundred, the inner coun-
cil, or the various administrative boards—by
lot or, in the case of the Board of Generals,
by election, and to that extent these bodies
were instances of representative government
and not direct democracy. Participation in the
Assembly, which met about once a month,
was scarcely the fullest flowering of partici-
patory democracy. I have been to enough town
meetings myself to know something of their
limitations. If you think of a town meeting in
which a quorum sometimes required the
presence of 6,000 people, where maybe as
many as 30-40,000 were eligible to attend, and
where perhaps 4-5,000 were frequently pres-
ent, it is obvious that most Athenian citizens
must have lived their lives without once speak-
ing to their fellow citizens in the Assembly.
That, one judges from the reports in Thucy-
dides, was a forum that gave preference to
orators.

Nonetheless, I doubt—although we shall
never know—whether many Athenians felt
frustrated because their opportunities to
participate were not as unlimited as their
skies. Between the working committee and the
nation-state there is, I think, a critical thresh-
old of size, below which the opportunities for
participation can be so great and so fairly
meted out that no one feels left out and every-
one feels that his viewpoint has been pretty
fairly attended to. Athens was far too large
for the democracy of the working committee;
de facto it had to employ a certain amount of
representation. Yet I suspect that it was below
the critical threshold. And even if we now
reject as unattainable the ideal of full, equal,
and direct participation by all citizens in all
collective decisions—the ideal of committee
democracy—we can still search for a unit that
remains within this critical threshold for
widespread participation.

VI

We have travelled a long trail and turned
into a number of branching paths in our quest
but we have not found a unit that seems opti-
mal for rational self-government. The journey
would have been much longer had we taken
the time to explore the by-ways as carefully
as they deserve. Yet if we keep going, I think
that we shall finally end up about at the place



