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Preface to the Chinese Edition

Democracy has virtues but also limits. This book is about
both because both have to be recognized and understood to make
enlightened political judgements.Different political arrangements,
which we now distinguish as “regimes”, must be viewed not in terms
of ideals by which they justify themselves but as they operate in the
real world, as they really exist. The ideal that justified the founding
of modern representative institutions was “self-government of the
people”: “the people,” in singular, should be the only source of laws
under which it would live. Yet as formulated originally, this ideal is
neither coherent logically nor feasible practically. First, all the people
cannot govern. We must delegate law making and their execution to
others; we must be governed by others. Secondly, this conception
assumed that everyone has the same preferences about the legal order
under which each and all want to live, an assumption that collapsed
given the manifested ubiquity of conflicts over values, interests, or

norms.

Democracy at its best, therefore, is already an imperfect
realization of this original ideal: it is a system in which people are
governed by others and in which collective conflicts are processed
according to some rules and procedures, principally elections. The
best that can be realized is a mechanism through which people who
never govern themselves select their rulers and at different times
can select different rulers if they wish so. Democracy, as we know it

today, is this mechanism.



Xii

When one looks around the world, however, one sees particular
democratic systems, functioning under particular social and economic
conditions, and exhibiting particular deficiencies. While the United
States often portrays itself as the paragon of democracy, the best in
the world, the American democracy is a highly imperfect system, with
political institutions that favor the social and economic status quo,
permeated by the influence of wealth, in a society with a high level
of social and economic inequality. One should not judge democracy
as a system by focusing on the United States. Yet all democracies
experience deficiencies of their own. Hence, in evaluating democracy
as a system we must ask which of their deficiencies are specific to
the particular institutional arrangements and the particular conditions
under which these institutions operate and which are generic to
democracy as such: we must distinguish the limits of democracy at its
potential best from the deficiencies of particular democratic systems.
This is the theme of this book.

The four problems facing any democratic system are (1) How to
reduce inequality in the social and economic realm, which in turn,
impacts inequality in the political realm, (2) How to make people
feel that their political participation is effective, (3) How to assure
that governments do what most people want them to do and not
to do what people do not want them to do, and (4) How to balance
collective welfare and limitations of individual freedom. None of
these challenges is easy to solve and different democracies, at different

times, are more or less successful in meeting them.

Yet even if democracy cannot solve all these challenges even at
its best, it may well be that this is because they cannot be solved by
any political system at its respective best. Political systems should be
judged not by abstract ideals but by their real potentials. Democracy
has limits but all other political arrangements have limits too. Hence,
it is important to realize what these limits are: which ideals can be

and which cannot be collectively realized by any political system. The



Preface to the Chinese Edition

virtues of democracy, I believe, are three: (1) Even if imperfectly,
the mechanism of making collective choices by elections aligns
government decisions and individual preferences better than any
other system. (2) Even if imperfectly, elections provide periodic tests
whether the government is responsive to people’s interests and values,
they test the claim made by all governments that they rule in the best
interests of the people. (3) Democracy is the only system in history
that allows whatever conflicts that emerge in a society to be processed
in relative liberty and peace.

Xiii
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