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When we ask for democracy, all we are asking is that our people should be allowed to live
tranguilly under the rule of law, protected by institutions which will guarantee our rights, the rights
that will enable us to maintain ouwr human dignity, to heal long festering wounds and to allow love
and courage to flourish.

Aung San Suu Kyi, Leader of the Burmese National League for Democracy
and Nobel Peace Prize Laureate

It would be unusual to hear anyone in Britain make such an impassioned plea for democracy.
If we think about the word at all, it is in a very abstract way: democracy is not seen as a
concrete issue like health, housing or education, and there is a tendency to take it for granted.

Yet evidence from around the world suggests that a lack of genuine democracy goes hand in
hand with a whole range of material problems. Poverty, bad housing, ill health and lack of
opportunity are sustained by power structures which exclude the majority of people from
meaningful decision- making.

The opportunity to vote every four or five years is not enough. Once the politicians are in
power, how much say do we really have? More than 200 years ago, the French philosopher
Jean-Jacques Rousseau said:

...the people of Britain believe themselves free; they are gravely mistaken; they are free only
during the election of Members of Parliament; as soon as the members are elected, the people
are enslaved, they are nothing.
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How much has really changed since then?

This Section of the Sead Handbook examines the history of democratic thought, highlighting
some of the complexities and problems the idea throws up, and asking what kind of democracy
we need as we approach the millennium. We look at the problems faced and strategies used by
people in Mexico and South Africa in their struggle to build democracy, concluding with a look
at the situation in Scotland.

The much used but little understood phrase “civic society” is central. This is more than
just a catch-all term for public life outside the state. A new and properly inclusive culture of
democracy must be one in which agendas are agreed and decisions taken in meaningful
consultation with a powerful, independent and creative civic sphere.
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Models from the Past
Direct democracy; liberal democracy; representative democracy;
participatory democracy

Case Studies

Mexico; South Africa; Scotland

. @ A Scottish Perspective
The Civic Assembly; the Scottish Parliament
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“No questions are more difficult than those of democracy, in any of its central senses.”

. Raymond Williams, socialist historian

It is important to understand the many “cultures of democracy” which have challenged
or blended into each other over the centuries. Only when we realise that democracy is not
something to be taken at face value can we start to build a picture of the kind of democracy
we really want.

CLASSICAL (DIRECT) DEMOCRACY

It was in the city state of Athens over 2000 years ago that the first recorded attempt at direct
democracy took place. The word itself comes from the Greek words Demos (people) and
Kratos (rule or power). However, to claim that there is an unbroken link between the ancient
world and the modern would be misleading. It was only late in the last century that some form
of democracy came to be widely accepted in the countries of Western Europe, and an ancient
| ‘ Greek would find modern democracy profoundly undemocratic!




