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Democratic Universalism as a Historical Problem

Pierre OSANVALLON

1. Promoting Democracy: from Enthusiasm to Self-Impsed Blindness

In the immediate aftermath of Second World Wars l#san 20% of the world
could reasonably be considered “democratic,” if amelerstands the term in the
minimal sense of a regime in which the governmenthosen through a genuinely
open electoral competition between different paditi parties. During this period,
moreover, democratic institutions and values werttytcontested: while Communist
rhetoric accused them of being purely formal andsthllusory, conservative
discourses suggested that they was poorly adaptedet “realities” of developing
countries, exposing them prone to demagogic maatioul. In this context,
promoting the general interest and establishingabeaty no longer seemed to go
hand in hand. Western countries themselves oftéedagne way while speaking
another, refusing to apply to their colonies thoselitions in which they took such
pride at home.

Three great waves of change transformed this &tuafhe first came in the
1960s with decolonization, when several dozen newllependent states on the
African continent adopted democratic institutionsvarying degrees. Beginning in
the seventies, the collapse of dictatorships inopeir(Spain, Greece and Portugal),
Latin America (Brazil and Argentina) and Asia (Im#sia and the Philippines)
strengthened democracy’s hand. Finally, with tlsendintling of the Soviet Union and
its satellite states after the fall of the BerliraWin 1989, the movement towards

democracy grew and continued to spread. At the dafMme twenty-first century,



democratic regimes have become prevalent througiheutvorld—so much so that
today, it is the absence of democracy that is ddepreblematic. Such general
observations no doubt require greater nuance agcisgsn. Admittedly, more often
than not, what has triumphed is simply the appesah democracy, leading them to
be dismissed as “Potemkin DemocraciesYet the general trend is no less
remarkable. These various democratic “transitionsgch with its own set of
problems, have been analyzed in a great numbernd{sywhich together could fill
an entire library. “Transitology” has even beconre important sub-discipline in
political science. Previously, these transitiongemgeen as simple and positive—to
such an extent that at one point in the 1990s’ead of history” could seriously be
contemplated. This naive vision was of course “darafed” by a desire to describe
reality more carefully, notably by identifying theast grey area lying between
authoritarian regimes and liberal democracies (@ehe importance of such concepts
as “illiberal” or “defective” democracy). But theereption that democracy is a self-
evident good remains.

In this context, “democracy promotion” presentestlit as a new ideal, one that
set out to complete earlier achievements by unalieiag them. Agencies with this
objective were organized by the United Nations aadous Western countries in the
European Uniorl.Democracy promotion acquired its own techniciams prophets. It
generated programs, campaigns, and conventionsadtits own analysts and its
scholarly journals, including, most importanthpemocratization which first
appeared in 1994. In this context, the United Statel the European Union, during a
summit held in Vienna on June 21, 2006, “recognitbedadvancement of democracy
as a strategic priority of our times.” Yet this amitment was soon plagued by serious
difficulties resulting from the situation in Afghatan and particularly Irag. By the
same token, public support for promoting democisglined sharply, notably among
the citizens of its strongest proponent, the Unifdtes. The fact that this much
touted goal required the use military force is, tidely, the primary reason for the
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doubt, confusion, and opposition that it has rdgeelicited®—as well as for the fact
that “soft power” options now meet with almost umaous approval. But is the
problem merely one of means, or of the destructeasequences by unbridled
idealism? This short essay proposes to take asatys step further. It is not enough
to content oneself with judging or denouncing thapérial smugness and
stubbornness of a super-power whose behavior seenie the prisoner of an
ideological and mechanical vision of the state ahthe course of world history. All
of this has been said countless times. Rathengiptoblem under consideration does
indeed have a political dimension, it lies pregisaelthe conception of democracy that
has been exported and promoted. The fact of théemest that a combination of
Western arrogance and a blindness to the natuternbcracy have together produced
disastrous results.

Blindness? No better word exists. The Western wbds lived the past thirty on
the self-satisfied assumption that democracy is@ldhat it alone possesses, and that
only it has fully theorized and implemented. Thhée tWest has been forced to
recognize India as the “world’s largest democradig’ little to weaken this certainty
or to undermine its self-centeredness. To call éissumption into question, whether
by denouncing the gap between ideals and realityyaicknowledging democracy’s
unfulfilled promises, was tantamount for a longdimo crossing the Rubicon to the
opposite creed: that of relativism. The impatierzecel opposition that fed post-
colonial studies find themselves largely justified the West's pretenses. Western
blindness and a self-protecting relativism havestmade common cause. The time
has come to break out of this intellectually impasi@ng cycle. It lies at the heart of
our current confusion and despair.

This problem, it must be acknowledged, has deefsrd@hile it appears today in
a particularly acute form, its origins go back toe tEuropean and American
revolutions of the seventeenth and eighteenth, wiam beginning, were the sites of
interrogations and contradictions that have typydaten minimized and even hidden.
The uncertainties of experience, as well as theiguitkes and tensions of history,
have been systematically erased in favor of a sssanpeaceful story of the advance
of freedom and the expansion of political partitipaa The history of the French
Revolution is particularly emblematic of this slgge. The impossibility of achieving

4 See the data found in “Democracy Promotidingnsatlantic Trends 2008Yashington, The
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true democratic universalism first saw the lightay in this event. Consequently, the
meaning of democracy promotion can only become rappan the Western world if
one looks back at the uncertainties and problenits @iwvn democratic experience. A
universalism of closed systemsist be replaced by apen universalism grounded in
competing experiencesOnly in this way will a “de-Westernization” of our
perspective not bring us to the dangerous shoreelafivism. Thus we need to
reexamine the tensions and interrogations that sam®unded the very use of the
term “democracy” in the West. We need, moreoveurtderstand the mechanisms by

which the West has become blind to itself.

2. “Democracy’s” Tumultuous History: the French and American Examples

The primary goal of this process must be to reftat®l the multiple experiences
of the non-Western world. But one must also, atsdnme time, identify the meaning
of the contradictions that have structured the Bfeseéxperience. When studying the
French and American revolutions, one cannot heipgostruck by the fact that both
were characterized by deep ambiguities relatirgutth essential questions as those of
citizenship, representation, and sovereignty. Qurihese decisive moments, the
democratic process did not appear as a clearlnefiprogram” that simply needed
to be pursued while keeping forces of resistandsagt On the contrary, the tensions
and disagreements were dominant, both philosophieadd at the more practical
level of institutional organization. The subsequenscuring and elimination of these
initial uncertainties have contributed significgntib Western blindness. In the United
States as in much of Europe, the rough edges obdeaty’s tumultuous and tentative
history have been so smoothed over that little resnbut the simplistic truisms of
sterile historical narratives and of quasi-religiovisions.

The fact that during the French and American reahs, the democratic ideal
was far from straightforward and self-evident cano® emphasized enough—a fact
to which the very history of the word democracyifies in often startling ways.

In France, it was not until 1848, a half-centurieathe 1789 revolution, that the

word democracy definitively entered political discge. The term democracy did not



belong to the vocabulary of Enlightenmeghilosophes it was used solely to refer to
the ancient world. FuretiéreBictionnaire universel(1690) defined democracy as:
“A form of government in which the people have #ie authority. Democracy
flourished only in the republics of Rome and Athéra these dictionaries, the
political definitions of the word were all the mosaccinct to the extent that it had
archaic (i.e., Roman and Athenian) and exotic ctatians (thus th®ictonnaire de
I’Académienotes that “some Swiss counties are true demosfacids a technique
for government, democracy was, moreover, oftencéd by eighteenth-century
philosophers. Montesquieu summed up this geneedihfpwhen he emphasized that
democracies are unstable and have an almost meahaténdency towards
corruption. Jaucourt, who wrote the article on “[@emacy” for theEncyclopédie,
borrowed heavily from th&pirit of the Lawgo denounce democracy’s tendency to
degenerate into ochlocraoy aristocracy. Thus at the same time that the wead
linked to antiquity, or at least to certain pericatsd mythical moments in ancient
history, democratic regimes were almost always @aasal with images of disorder
and anarchy. In hiBictionnaire social et patriotiquef 1770, Lefevre de Beauvray
went so far as to write (in his article on “demasfa that “democratic regimes are
closer to anarchy than monarchies are to despdtism.

The antiquated and almost technical connotatiortefvord “democracy” in the
eighteenth century help to explain the word’s alimosmplete absence from the
vocabulary of the 1789 revolution. The idea of gime in which the people was its
own legislator and magistrate met with little sugipas it seemed to hark back to a
distant and bygone era, corresponding to an aremalainstable stage in political life.
The pejorative connotation of the word “democraasds therefore almost as strong
as its utopian and archaic overtones. In the spingj789, some nobles spoke with
open disdain of “democracy” while assessing whauldichappen if the Estates
General were to vote by head. Brissot observede‘WWard democracy is a scarecrow
which the mischievous use to trick the ignorant.inénhg the vast array of
revolutionary newspapers and journals, not oneydst 1789 and the year IV [1795-
1796], used “democracy” or “democratic” in its narniéese publications preferred

the adjectives “national”, “patriotic,” or “repubbln” (especially after 1792). It is also
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worth noting that the word “democracy” did not appa single time in the debates on
suffrage between 1789 and 1792.

It was in the work of Sieyes and Brissot that deratic government was the most
blatantly reduced to its ancient origins and natyosefined as the people governing
and legislating directly for themselves. Througholif89, Sieyés repeatedly
highlighted these characteristics in order to erseathe specificity of the regime
that the revolution was establishing. “In a demograhe wrote, “citizens make their
own laws and appoint their public officials dirgctln our plan, citizens choose, more
or less directly, their representatives in the kkgive Assembly. Legislation thus
ceases to be democratic, and becomes represerifafigehe kingdom’s size made it
technically impossible for the general will to rutérectly, Sieyés concluded that
“France is not, and cannot be, a democrdciRepresentative government,” which
Sieyes embraced, must thus not be confused witmd&deacy,” which remained
couched in eighteenth-century connotations. In ailai fashion, Brissot
distinguished the idea of a republic, which he lilbp®uld be established in France,
from that of democracy. Like Thomas Paine, he @efia republic as a government
based on representation, thus rejecting the derocecredel: “French republicans,”
he wrote, “do not want the pure democracy of AtliérBrissot's argument was no
doubt largely tactical. By disassociating repubfrcen direct democracies, he hoped
to rehabilitate the republican idea by absolvingoftthe charge, leveled by its
detractors, that republics lead to anarchy. Bat suibstantive level, too, he wanted to
highlight the specificity of the modern republic ri@lation to ancient arrangements.
Both authors vacillated, emphasizing the techrdestinction between democracy and
representative government on the one hand, andtimgiupon the philosophical
differences between the two forms on the other—auith however, ever really
clarifying the matter. In any case, they never ebred of democracy as modernity’s

characteristic political regime. “Democracy” remaina cumbersome term.

6 SieyésQuelques idées de constitution, applicables alla die Paris en juillet 1789

Versailles, 1789, p. 3. Sieyés also writes: “imragelparticipationdoncour$ is what characterizes
true democracy. Representative government is mdrkedediated participation. The difference
between these two types of political systems israpnas.” Qire sur la question du veto royal
Versallles, 7 September 1789, p. 14).
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It was not until the 1820s, during the ConstituibmMonarchy, and thanks
paradoxically to liberals, that the word democrhegame commonly used in French.
It was used, however, to designate the egalitar@macter of modersocietyand not
the political regime associated with the Greek and Roman republicsyhich the
people participated directly in public affairs. $lgemantic shift was fully completed
in 1835 when Tocqueville published the first voluai®emocracy in Americdt had
already begun even earlier, during the first yedrghe Restoration. Royer-Collard
defined, in terms that would become standard foreatire generation, the new
sociological meaning of the word democracy, coriogivof it as the “social
condition” (€tat social characteristic of a society that had broken i ascriptive
distinctions of the aristocratic order. ParadoXjcahe word democracy entered the
French language as a definition of modern societhe@avery moment when suffrage
remained severely restricted (only 100,000 Frenchnoeuld vote in 1820).
Significantly, its triumph coincided with a time wh the term republic was associated
in common political discourse with the extreme.|&ir the liberal school known as
the Doctrinaires, speaking of democracy was a Wwanibracing the sociological and
juridical legacy of the revolution while at the santime radically rejecting the
republican political heritage. It implied, in othewords, that the what the revolution
had created was a kind of society rather than eifspeegime. Charles de Rémusat
observed that democracy refers solely to the ideanodern civilization.” In his
view, “democracy lies in the social order. Thishe most definitive and most striking
consequence of the revolutioh.”

This semantic shift was consolidated at the begmif the 1830s. “Democracy
has become a part of social morest[dans les moedr’ Villemain wrote in his
introduction to the 1835 edition of the Académierkaise’s dictionary. It was
Tocqueville, of course, who would use this meanmgreatest effect. By making the
equality of conditions the driving force of the obwtion and of modern society, he
permanently enshrined, with the first volume Dfmocracy in Americathe
sociological definition of democracy into contemgyr discourse. Yet his work’s
interest also lies in the fact that it demonstrétesimpossibility of confining the term

to this definition alone. With Tocqueville, the nm&ag of “democracy” is never

9 Cf. Charles de Rémusat, “ De I'esprit de réagtRoger-Collard et Tocqueville Revue des
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stable!® for modern civilization must constantly confrotietunstoppable pressure
that popular sovereignty places on political ingkitns. This is particularly evident in
his manuscripts: On the one hand, he says: “Dernogdsaa social condition, the
dogma of popular sovereignty is political right.€Be two things are not analogous.
Democracy is a way of being in society, popular eseignty is a form of
government* But a few pages later, he calls this clear disiimcinto question,
when he writes: “popular sovereignty and democieytwo words that are perfectly
correlated; one offers a theoretical ideal, theepiits practical application:® This
wavering attests both to the reality and to thet$iraf the semantic shift—as if it were
impossible to completely separate the social frbendolitical, or to make something
new without evoking the old.

Tocqueville’s equivocations were viewed as a thrieatmany contemporary
liberals, who continued to reject the ancient id@alemocracy and only retained the
word’s modern sense. In a work published in 1837aasimplicit response to
Tocqueville,On Modern Democracy, or On the Mores and the Paswaghe Middle
Classes in Francekdouard Alletz (a friend of the Doctrinaire thimk8uizot), thus
opposed “old democracy,” defined as “the governmainthe masses”, “worldly
power,” and “the authority of carelessness and mpjs¢o “new democracy,” based
on representation and civil equalifyAlletz thus thought it possible to imagine
“democracy without universal suffrag&'”One must not forget that a similar
ambiguity prevailed on the other end of the pditicpectrum as well. It is
noteworthy, for example, that Armand Carrel, a prent figure in the opposition to
the July Monarchy, published an article in 1835itlmat, “One Must Not Confuse
Democracies and Republi¢3”in which he explains that “democracy” means tile r
of law while “republic” describes the regime of waisal suffrage. If the word
“democracy” asserted itself over the course offits¢ half of the nineteenth century,

it nonetheless remained, in France, ridden withiguity. On the left, its relationship

10 See the eleven definitions of the word “démoeratited by James T. Schaefer in
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to the idea of popular sovereignty remained illimd; on the right, it represented
both a threat and a promise. It was destined tamca relative marginal place in

political language until the Third Republic.

The history of the word democracy in the Unitedt&ais in many respects
similar. It no more belonged to the vocabularyh® American revolution than it did
to that of the French. One might even argue thattémm democracy served the
Founding Fathers as a foil, one that evoked allpgbktical ills and dangers they
sought to avoid. Hamilton thus spoke of the “vioéslemocracy” and criticized its
propensity towards excess. The terms “deathly shtie“confusion,” and “license”
were regularly associated with “democracy.” The rbem of Philadelphia
Constitutional Convention of 1787 generally agresth Burke’'s assessment that “a
perfect democracy is the most shameful thing in wheld.”*® Images of disorder
(confusion, anarchy, and violence), irrationalitpagsion and madness), and
immorality (evil and vice) made up the semantiddfiem which the word democracy
moved?’” Many Americans’ rejection of the French Revolution‘excesses”
reinforced these claims, while the repellant coatiohs of the word “Jacobin”
dovetailed, at the turn of the nineteenth centuiiyh fears of democracy. Thus John
Adams deliberately attacked his political enemigscalling them “democrats” and
“Jacobins.” During the Federalists campaign agalefferson in the presidential race
of 1800, allusions to the specter of “Jacobin demog¢ that might accompany his
victory were a regular staple of campaign rhetoric.

The rejection of the word “democracy” went far begothe historical and
constitutional distinction between democracy argasentative government made by
Madison in some of the best-known Federalist PafeiGalling someone a
“democrat” was almost an insult in the United Stade the outset of the nineteenth
century. The Federalists used this term negatitelylistinguish themselves from
Jefferson, who proposed to make “representativeodeany” the foundation for an
enriched vision of the republican ideal (he wathattime the leader of the republican

party, which opposed the Federalists). But as digpens in history, the republicans

16 Quotedn R. R. Palmer, “Notes on the Use of the Word ‘deraog,’ 1789-1799, Political
Science Quarterlyvol. 68, 1953, p. 208. See also Robert W. ShoemadRemocracy and Republic as
Understood in late Eighteenth Century Ameridaierican Speeglvol. 41, May 1966.

1 See Bertlinde Laniel,e Mot “ democracy ” aux Etats-Unis de 1780 & 18%ublications de
I'Université de Saint-Etienne, 1995.

18 SeeThe Federalist Papers0 and 14.



ended appropriated the word that had first beem tisecriticize them. While the
Federalists had denounced democracy as a regimtheofignorant masses—a
“mobocracy”—republicans prided themselves in thaibility to express the
aspirations of ordinary men. The beginning of wastivexpansion reinforced this
trend, as the ideas of a “nose-count democracy ‘moonskin democracy” met with
popular approval® Republicans made the decisive step when they addhe name
“Democratic Party” in 1828 (the Federalists woudtel form the Republican Party).
Jackson’s election in 1830 consolidated this ttéonsi

In this way, the sociological meaning of the teremibcracy was established first
in the United States. Distinguishing between delscand aristocrats was a way of
articulating the perception that political cleavageproduced the breach separating
the multitude from the elites. But it also helpenl @indermine the negative
connotations of “democracy”. How could one reasbnedfuse the express wishes of
a large majority? During the 1840s, the word demogrwas thus, in the United
States, suffused with ambiguities, and torn betwsmposing referents. In both France
and United States in the mid-nineteenth centuryatgacy was far from being an
uncontested political ideal upon which everyoneldcagree. How, then, did this
word come to assume its present meaning? It isvibiig process which must be

understood in order to grasp fully contemporarylehges.

3. The Construction of Closed Democratic Universatm

While the term democracy was, half-way through nireeteenth century, still a
source of controversy, at the same time that itammg remained ambiguous, it
would gradually become increasingly prevalent—easnt was discussed with ever
less frequency. Understanding how the democragalidvas transformed into an
ideology is essential if one is to take full measaf the ways in which the western
political imagination has become closed in itself.

Once again, the American example allows one t@wolthis process. It played
itself out in two domains: that of politics and tlud culture. Politically, the decisive

19 This history resembles that of the word populismich was launched as a critique before

being appropriated positively by others.



moment was the presidential election of 1840, wiklantin Van Buren, a Democrat,
ran against General William Henry Harrison, a Wftige immediate ancestors to the
Republican Party). Van Buren was a man of sometheallittle aloof, who lacked a
common touch. He mocked his opponent, condescgiydadvising him to give up
politics so that he could go back to smoking higepin his log cabin. But these
sarcastic efforts to dismiss Harrison as a countnppkin ultimately turned against
him. Harrison embraced this image, arguing thaalbee was the people’s candidate.
In the end, his claim to be the first “Log Cabiresldent” won him the election. To
achieve this feat, however, he defined himself a4%r@ democrat” against an
opponent whom he dismissed as a “modern demodratthe process, the word
democracy was normalized, the dispute over adgestmerely marking its entry into
ordinary language.

But the story does not end here, with the conctusibwhat one might call the
“social history” of the word democracy—a holdovesrh the skepticism with which
the onset of universal suffrage was originally AleThe adoption of the word
democracy was ultimately indistinguishable fromsggralization. In the 1840s, the
word democracy emancipated itself from specifiednisal and institutional reference
points in order to become simply an ideal towardsctv humanity was heading,
designating, in terms as fervid as they were vagudestiny to be fulfilled. Having
been decried and vilified for so long, democracyswaow sanctified, and
automatically acquired a universal scope. AntigigatWilson’s 1918 appeal to
“make the world safe for democracy,” a number dhats in the 1840s sanctified the
democratic ideal, equating it with “universal hoped love.” The historian and
philosopher George Bancroft went so far as to vingt “democracy is Christianity in
practice.” InMoby Dick(1851), Herman Melville expressed, for his pdrg spirit of
the time when he spoke of “that democratic dignwtyich ... radiates without end
from God,” equating the substance of democracy Wabd absolute,” and seeing in
it an earthly reflection of “divine equality.” Deraacy, in this context, ceased to be
the subject of disagreement and controversy, bewpmather an object of faith.

Voting itself was also commonly considered a “peodit sacrament”. During this

20 One must remember that in the United Statesrafdance, representative government was

defined in opposition to democracy. This allowedtfee triumph of a kind of aristocratic or elitist
vision in the new world of civil equality. One muaso keep in mind that universal suffrage was
discussed in philosophical terms long after it wHiially adopted. See P. Rosanvalldm® Sacre du
citoyen. Histoire du suffrage universel en Franearis, Gallimard, 1992.



period, the old Quaker language of the seventeemtitury took possession of the
political realm®* Walt Whitman was the eloguent spokesman of thimadeatic
mysticism, which has continued to mark the Unitéate® ever sinc®.

If the word “democracy” slowly became an objectfaith, it was because it
managed to dispel the radical implications haungirgyious definitions, thus ridding
itself of its subversive potential. The institutedization of democracy as a moral
dogma thus went hand in hand during this periodh g increasing abstraction, the
negation of its social content, and the dissimafatiof its difficulties and
contradictions. As a missionary activity, it infssa spirit of high-mindedness that
was as naive as it was unshakable. It is in thigeow that the first form of “closed
western universalism” emerged: that ofi@gmatically religious universalisniHigh-
mindedness, blindness, and a missionary-like btytallowed naturally in its wake.

The United States offers an almost ideal-typicadneple of this first form of
closed demaocratic universalism. Others have exidiatithey were less intense and
thus less compelling. France in the spring of 1BUBtrates this form particularly
well. The establishment of the republic dispelldddaubts and objections as if by
magic. Organized on Easter day, the first electioelsl on the basis of universal
suffrage conferred on this event an air of pioutersaity that was celebrated
throughout the country. This quasi-religicdlan was, however, short-lived—a sappy
interlude before the country turned its attenti@ckbto more pressing conflicts and
concerns. In fact, a different form of universalisomaracterized the French
experience, one that might be calledhetorically formalistic universalismit was
essentially an abstract universalism. Its forcelégyg in its content than in its message
and in the critical force that such a message autuh it was organized around
values rather than institutions. With it, tideasof liberty and democracy triumphed.
One could say that with this second form of closegtern universalism implied a
vibrant political culture, but little in the way gfolitical forms®® Any nation could
appropriate this tradition by inscribing a mottot@mnhe flag of its own fight for
freedom, but none could use it is a blueprint falitgal organization. This

universalism was generous, but also smugly satfisfieth its own enchanted

2 At the end of the seventeenth century, WilliamiPspoke of the “Holy Experiment in

Christianity ” when he founded the Quaker colony.

See hiDemocratic Vista®f 1871.
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history—once, that is, it had repressed the denmams blemishes of its history
through a celebration of only the vaguest of pptes. Moreover, this universalism’s
abstract character discouraged any effort to questi It thus easily lent itself to
endeavors in which the generous language of ematnmipserved as a cover for the
brutal reality of conquest. As early as 1799, treation of “Sister Republics” in Italy
and elsewhere, to the deafening applause of pedplesated” by Napoleon’s
armies, testified to this form’s profoundly ambigsonaturé® Later, the French
colonial experience would essentially recapitutats story.

The foundation of both “closed” universalisms restsa denial of the tensions
and ambiguities that structure the democratic idBla¢y push to the sidelines all the
tensions and ambiguities that underpin the hiswiiWestern democracy. They
ignore, notably, the social conflicts that accomedrhe long story of the struggle for
voting rights. But they also discount the intelledt ambiguities that constantly
stimulated investigations into the nature of deraogrwhen it was first being
established in the United States, France, and Bdgl@ne ambiguity concerns the
“subject” of democracy, for “people” only existgdkigh approximate and successive
representations of itself. As a master, the “péoiglat once imperious and elusive. It
is a “we” whose contours are always being challdn@efining the “people” is thus
both a problem and a contest. Secondly, democraciesafflicted by the tension
between number [i.e., majority rule] and reason—-iletween opinion and
objectivity. This tension resides in the fact thridern regimes use universal suffrage
to establish both political equality and a ratiofalm of authority, the very
objectivity of which entails the depersonalizatiafi political power. A third
uncertainty concerns the challenges of endowinfygeslernment with an adequate
institutional form, for popular sovereignty finds difficult to express itself in
representative institutions without in one way apother calling itself into question.
Lastly, a tension exists between the modern ideanmdncipation, which implies a
desire for individual autonomy (with an emphasis oghts), and collective

participation in the project of self-government {gh makes politics the priority).

2 Unfortunately, there is no history of thesiésthénang “ parthénopéenngand “cisalpin€

republics. Nonetheless, see Albert Sard#turope et la Révolution francaise V, Bonaparte et le
Directoire, Paris, 1903. It is however interesting to not tar from offering an example of an
exportable French model, they in fact served Bortages a laboratory for his Constitution of the iYea
VIII, in which he severely restricted the soverdijgaf the people.



This is, in short, the tension between liberty gmaver, or—to put it differently—
between liberalism and democracy.

These were the structural tensions that were hitiyethe emergence of the two
forms ofclosed democratic universalistimat have been briefly described. However, a
third form of closed universalism, it is worth pbing out, has also asserted itself in
recent yearsa normative universalismlohn Rawls and Jurgen Habermas have been
the strongest proponents of such an approach, thtnay were neither the only nor
the first to have s& Their works explain what counts as rational dekien, the
meaning of popular sovereignty, what universallyegtable criteria for justice might
be, and the grounds upon which the legitimacy ofljcal rules should be formulated.
We are all aware of the great contributions thaséhworks have made in putting
back on the agenda questions that the social ®senad ceased to consider. They
were central to a remarkable renewal of politibalught in the seventies, which some
dubbed the “return of the political.” But in a cdrt sense, these works also failed to
acknowledge the contradictory nature of politickisTis evident in the fact that their
essentiallyprocedural emphasis brought them closer to law and ethics. €are
clearly see how a rationalist understanding ofsih@al contract in the works of these
authors led them to grasp reality in “formal” terni®r Rawls, those who decide
behind the veil of ignorance adopt points of vidattare all the more rational and
universal insofar as they remain ignorant of thal r@orld. Reason, from this
perspective, prevails only to the extent that ahstract—that it distances its from all
the sound and the fury of the world.

Yet if one acknowledges the complexity and the i@@httory character of reality,
one is led, on the contrary, to the very stuff ofifcs. One must thus begin by
examining the problematic nature of the moderntjgaliregime if one wants to grasp
its basic dynamic, rather than by dispelling itgyera by forcing normativity onto it,
as if a pure science of language or law could dadfsplution that people would then
simply follow. In this way, it is just as misguide® wish away the shifting
complexities of the democratic process through @ses in classification. There is
little interest in distinguishing between varioypds of representative government, or

in attempting to force individual positions andtingional characteristics into neat

» It would be of great interest to trace the higtofr this type of universalism back to its first

“realist” and “minimalist” theorists, from Pareto Schumpeter or from Kelsen to Popper. These
theorists attempted to overcome the contradictidribe term democracy by imposing a fixed
exchange rate on its meaning.



conceptual cubbyholes. On the contrary, the reall@hge lies in grasping the open-
ended and dynamic character of the democratic expes. Nor is the point blandly to
contrast practices to norms; the point, rathetoisake as one’s starting point the
constitutive antinomies of the political—antinomiediose character can only be
revealed in the course of history itself.

Each in their own way, these three forms of clogeiversalism have made the
West blind to its own history and arrogant in gtations with the rest of the world. It
would certainly be possible to push this analysishier by exploring the differences
between the United States and Europe on this mawté&urope, democracy was not
established as agrsatzpolitical religion. Rather, it motivated more pais agendas,
provoked bitter conflicts, and unleashed the mrBeee perversions. In other words,
democracy was understood and experienced as amiragpg in which hope and
obstacles were constantly intertwined. The ultimatgcome was a vision of
democracy that was more modest but also more aféecprecisely because it
reflected the tentative, fumbling character of lifself. Yet if the difference—in
nature as well as in degree—between these forroksiire is undeniable, no less so
is the fundamental fact that they all sought tdasise themselves from the political
contradictions of modernity. In each of the threses, it is the very idea ofmaodel
that impedes an attitude of openness towards drnaseélthe world simultaneously.
In each case, one finds the idea of a value thebkan acquired, rather than that of a

process that must be nurtured, or of a task mgrigfiection.

4. From Democracy as a Model to Democracy as an Egpence

In order to adequately think democracy, one muss thbandon the idea of a
model in favor of that of experience. The condisiasf common life and of self-
government cannot be definagriori, fixed by tradition, or imposed by an authority.
On the contrary, the democratic project establisipeditics as a field that
constitutively resists closure by virtue of thediems and uncertainties that underpin
it. If democracy has appeared for the last two wéed as the unavoidable
organizational principle of any modern politicalder, the imperative driving this

necessity has always proven to be as imprecisé iascompelling. Because it has



founded the experience of liberty, democracy hagemeeased to constitute a
problematic solution for instituting a society oé¢ men. In it, the dream of the good
is wed to the reality of uncertainty. This coexmte is strange, for it is not due to the
fact that democracy is an ideal that everyone dsce&ile disagreeing over the best
means for achieving it. The story of democracy @ simply that of a frustrated
ambition and failed utopias.

Rather than arising from practical uncertaintiescawning its implementation, the
indeterminate meanings of democracy belong to &/ \essence. These multiple
meanings are part and parcel of a regime that awesisted efforts to categorize it.
They are the source of the strange malaise whishunaerpinned its history. The
steady procession of disappointment and feelingsetfayal that always accompany
democracy are all the more vivid in that its defom continues to be incomplete. This
ambiguity has informed both a search [for its u#tieémeaning] and dissatisfaction
[resulting from its failure] which do not easily ke themselves clear. Any
understanding of democracy must start from thisipot is within democracy that
one finds the story of its own disenchantment, adl vas that of its own
indeterminacy.

Only an historical approach can fully grasp pdditiconceived in these terms.
Indeed, one can take full measure of politics ustded in this sense only if one
brings out the full depth and density of the cadichons and ambiguities that
underpin it. One must thus seek to think democragytracing the course of its
history. Yet it is clearly not enough merely to sémat democracyhas a history.
Rather, one must take the more radical step ofgrezimg that democracys a
history. It cannot be separated from the task tfesgloration and experimentation,
nor from an effort to understand and to build uptsnown essence. The ancient
genealogies of our contemporary political questionsst thus be traced if ever they
are to become fully intelligible. History consistst only of weighing the full burden
of the past, nor simply of clarifying the presdmough the study of earlier periods. It
seeks, rather, to bring the succession of “pasiemts” back to life as a series of
experiences that might inform our own.

History must thus be thactive laboratoryof our present, and not simply its back-
lighting. It is through a permanent dialogue witie tpast that the political processes
through which society is instituted becomes legilded that an interactive

understanding of the world can be born. This suggeat we must consider a history



of the democratic phenomenon that could be desti@lsecomprehensive: reflections
on the past and the interrogations of the preseluinly, in this context, to the same
approach. Only such a history can bring to lighe ttelationship between our
experience and those of the men and women who gedces in all corners of the
earth. There is, according to this conception, a@hof democracy with which some
have been endowed so that they might institutbraughout the world. There are
only experiences and the results of trial and emdrnch must be meticulously and
lucidly assessed and grasped by all.

5. The Meaning and Impact of Comparing Democratic Kperiences

The comparative approach considered in this essaphies both an ethic and a
political philosophy. The goal is neither to juxtse facts, nor to lay them out along a
normative scale. For above all, to compare meansutoone’s certainties aside, to
resist the obvious, and to accept to see one’sdwiet challenged. To compare
consists in always using gaps in one’s own undedstg as springboards for thought.
To compare is to break with dominant viewpointst thee too easily accepted. To
compare means giving oneself the possibility ofi@ghg a better understanding of
one’s context and of one’s identity. One might &pmathis way of the virtues of a
“revelatory comparison,” in which a more deeper Wlealge of others is tied to a
better understanding of oneself. To pose the quesif democracy in these terms
simultaneously “complicates” matters and “expanoisé’s understanding. It does so
in two ways: first, by considering the diversity mdn-Western experiences; next, by
restoring to the West’s many histories their proidéc character.

Understood as an experience, democracy opens theala true universalism—
an experimental universalism. By acknowledging thahe workshop of democracy,
we are all apprentices, this approach allows usedtablish a political dialogue
between nations that is more open because it i® ragalitarian. Democracy is an
objective to be realized: the constitution of aisgcof equals and the collective
mastery of things are still far away; democracgos capital that we already possess.
It is not that we must find a way for traditiongligions, and mutually hostile

philosophies to live side by side in a state ofsiem (as with the “clash of



civilizations”) or of indifference (as with pluralin taking the form of relativism). Nor
is it on the utopian basis of a mass conversioa single political religion that the
world will achieve greater unity. The only positiuaiversalism is a universalism of
the problems and questions that we must all sagether. Only on this basis does

what it could mean to recognize share values be@pparent.

Translated from french by Stephen Sawyer, revidwddichael Behrent.
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