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one side to another. It is the steady
pendular thythm of democratic pro-
cess that provides the element of
order and regularity in public space,
which is “disorderly” by the very
fact of the diversity of those who
occupy it. Democracy functions by
moving back and forth between
extremes and hovering around the
center. The major virtue of a true
democracy is not so much its
smooth functioning, however, but
rather its open-mindedness and cre-
ativity, its capacity to “tolerate” and
integrate change; its readiness to
take difficult, courageous decisions
and actions.

Where a genuine democratic spirit
and culture prevail, there is an incli-
nation to move between the conser-
vative forces committed to main-
taining the status quo, on the one
hand, and the progressive forces
of innovation and change on the
other.

But there is even more than that.
Democracy derives its strength and
vitality from the capacity of human
beings to break the circle of neces-
sity imposed on them from outside
forces and making them open for
the freedom of the world.

In analyzing democracies over the
course of history, we should con-
sider the Iliad, in which Homer
mentions the famous dilemma that
Achilles faced—choosing between a
long but tedious life at home and
a short but adventurous life out
in the world. Taking part in the
Achaean military campaign against
Troy, Achilles chose the second
option—a short life filled with
deeds worthy of being remembered
and transformed into song. Being

genuinely democratic does not nec-
essarily mean being as militant and
bloodthirsty as the ancient Homeric
heroes. It does, however, mean that
one should be prepared to face
dilemmas often and to be able to
make choices similar to the one
made by Achilles. Democracy liber-
ates human beings to act freely, but
for the sake of our common free-
dom, our common human values,
and, last but not least, our civility.

Modern

Democracies as we know them
today are products of a different
historical era. The rediscovery of
the democratic form of govern-
ment coincides with the transition
of European Judeo-Christian civi-
lization from the “Middle” to the
“Modern” Age. The origins and
growth of modern democracy are
part of the all-encompassing process
of modernization, which includes
the gradual but profound transfor-
mation from predominantly agrar-
ian societies to industrial societies;
the crises of medieval political and
religious authorities; the emergence
of new arts and sciences; the for-
mation of modern political nations;
and the radical enlargement of the
inhabited world resulting from the
discovery of new naval routes and
new lands.

In the context of this treatise, we
will consider ancient and modern
democracies, looking at the simi-
larity in the basic attitude of their
respective advocates and protago-
nists. What is important to our
debate is the fact that those who
had the courage to dethrone the
established regal rule and replace it

54 | idebate International Debate Education Asgociation

with the political rule saw the redis-
covery of democratic ideas by the
emerging European nation-states as
a major historical event—a new
beginning. We know well from
the biographies of English political
thinkers and politicians of the 17th
and the 18th centuries, as well as
from the American founding fathers
and those who inspired the French
Revolution, how much attention
those well-educated men paid to
ancient political thought and how
deeply they were influenced by clas-
sical Greek and Roman authors.
The three great revolutions of the
modern era—English, American
and French—which set the whole
“civilized” world on its way toward
constitutionalism and democracy
as we know them today, were not
inspired by utopias, even if certain
utopian elements are embedded in
political revolutions, but by their
ambition to find new uses for the
old, well-tested, “liberal” ideas of
classical antiquity.

Modern revolutionaries took these
ideas from their original contexts
and, by using them in a new situa-
tion, gave them a new content and
new meaning. The building and
strengthening of democracy, none-
theless, presented them with a chal-
lenge very similar to the one expe-
rienced by their ancient predeces-
sors. When we look closely at how
modern democracies function, what
we see is the old problem of iso-
nomia and the rule of law; ques-
tions of the protection of individual
“unalienable” rights; questions of
the independence of the judiciary;
and struggles for political eman-
cipation and corresponding con-
stitutional reforms. We are again
reminded that it is the ethos of soci-

ety that is the most important con-
dition for the survival of its democ-
racy, the belief that the free life is
better than enslavement; that the
“good” political life lived in the
public space is worthy of defense
and personal sacrifice.

IV. DEMOCRACY AS

A CENTRAL AND TRULY
COSMOPOLITAN VALUE IN
THE AGE OF GLOBALIZA-
TION; DEMOCRACY AS A
PRECONDITION FOR PEACE
AMONG NATIONS;

THE INTERNATIONALIZA-
TION OF DEMOCRACY.

The final part of this brief journey
through the wotld of democracy
will focus on democracy’s inter-
national life, on the behavior of
democracies towards the external
environment in which they oper-
ate. It will begin with an analysis of
the question in the context of the
historical evolution of international
systems. Second will be a commen-
tary on the ideas, visions, and blue-
prints that are currently being con-
sidered. Sometimes these concepts
are too ambitious, and sometimes
they are too dangerously down-to-
earth.

There is a traditional, well-tested
response to threats to the existence
of states, and democracies are no
exception in this regard: the use
of force. When the rebelling Greek
cities, discovering, constituting, and
occasionally experimenting with the
democratic form of government,
had to resist the military campaigns

of the Persian Empire, they were
left with one single option to keep
themselves in existence: to fight and
win. After the American founding
fathers signed their famous Decla-
ration of Independence on July 4,
1776, they also had no other choice
but the use of force if they were
to succeed in turning their political
ideas into a political reality and sep-
arate their republican cause from
the British Crown. They had to
defeat the British colonial armies if
they were to gain as well as declare
their independence. In these cases,
war was not only an act of self-
defense, but also a crucial state-
making event. It gave their revo-
lutionary ideals full meaning, laid
the foundations for state traditions,
and endowed the emerging political
body with a proper “reason of the
state” and state ideology. Eventually
the democracies stopped being so
bellicose and were ready to negotiate
agreements with their former ene-
mies. But regardless of how peaceful
and peace-loving they became, they
never abandoned the “golden rule”
of any state—regardless of whether
they are democratic or undemo-
cratic: to protect themselves in the
environment of international anar-
chy and to survive. The state’s
survival, the sacrosanctity of its
basic prerogatives, such as. territo-
rial integrity and sovereign equal-
ity, remained the supreme “meta-
value” above all values that animate
the civil society contained within
its borders. It is true that the rule
of law was the landmark of a dem-
ocratic government—but all good
democrats were aware of the iron
logic that dominated the tough
world outside: in order to have
democracy, you have to have a law;
in order to have a law, you must
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first have a state; in order to have
a state, you must be able to defeat
and to keep warding off its ene-
mies.

Realistic conceptions of the inter-
national behavior of states—based
on the belief that “international
society” is doomed to operate in a
state of nature and thus be, by def-
inition, “anarchic” (in the state of
permanent war of all against all)—
have had their fundamentum in re
throughout human history. At the
same time, it is evident that the
“realists” do not offer the full pic-
ture of the world of international
relations. Although confrontation is
an indisputable fact of life for states
in the international environment, it
is not the only possible modus ope-
randi of states among themselves.
What always has been available as a
plausible and more attractive alter-
native to the use of force, or threats
of force, is peaceful coexistence and
cooperation.

Under what conditions are states
inclined not to fight each other, but
rather to cooperate? What has been
the most important instrument to
define, promote and bring into exis-
tence various forms of cooperation?
Is a democratic form of govern-
ment more conducive to the peace-
ful solution of international con-
flicts, or is the international behav-
ior of a state entirely independent
of its internal organization, influ-
enced only by the nature of the
international system? Every elemen-
tary textbook on international rela-
tions answers these questions. States
show the tendency to cooperate
under certain conditions: when they
do not threaten one another, when
they have to face a common enemy,



and when the way of life their
inhabitants cherish—the civiliza-
tion they embody, the religious or
cultural values they stand for—are
in danger. The instrument they use
to define cooperative frameworks,
to determine and gradually broaden
the scope of their actual coopera-
tion—>be it military alliance, trade
and economics, culture, people-to-
people contacts, education or any-
thing else—is international law.

The history of modern conflicts
proves the Kantian thesis that
democracies have a greater inclina-
tion toward peace in their interna-
tional behavior. On the one hand,
there have been situations in human
history when democratic ideals and
values turned out to be powerful
enough to influence decisively the
international politics of the time,
motivating the collective resistance
of “civilized” nations to “barbat-
ity,” initiating intensive activities in
the field of international law, giving
birth to new treaties or even whole
legal corpuses, inspiring the found-
ing of new international organiza-
tions or even starting the process
of integrating cooperating nation-
states into a larger, supranational
political unit. Still, it is not advis-
able to succumb to the illusion
that the fundamental difference

between domestic and international -

politics can and should be abol-
ished entirely; that planetary man-
kind can be brought to its final
historical stage—international civil
society—with a democratic world
government. Such an idea, as Kant
realized, could be dangerous for the
future of democracy. The situation
of the world at the beginning of the
21st century, in the ever-faster and
more dynamic process of globaliza-

tion, and considering the horrible
experience with totalitarianism in
the 20th century, offers many good
reasons why it is advisable not to
stretch the capabilities of the dem-
ocratic idea beyond their natural
limits. The problem of democracy
in the international environment,
regardless of how much power is
eventually delegated to democratic
international institutions, how large
is the territory under their jurisdic-
tion and how strong and enforce-
able is their international law, must
ultimately be conceived not as a
“state” (i.e. a stable form of govern-
ment), but as an open-ended pro-
cess.

Let us consider in this context
the case of the Greek poleis that
managed to organize themselves
in defense of their Hellenic civili-
zation—formed by their common
religious and cultural heritage, the
poetic insights contained in Greek
philosophy and most important,
by the common idea of democracy
and politics—against their common
“barbarous” enemy during the Per-
sian Wars. Their coalition held
together and their “customary”
international law was able to sur-
vive only in the unique situation
of confrontation with the Persian
Empire. After that war had been
won and the Greek poleis had expe-
rienced their golden age, life-and-
death conflicts burst out among
them. The war between former
allies set the entire Aegean region in
motion and the entire Greek politi-
cal experiment, the entire Hellenic
civilization—as though inspired by
Achilles, who preferred a short
but glorious life to a long but
tedious one—was turned into ruins
in a couple of decades. Thanks to
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Homer, the heroic deeds of Achilles
were turned into a song, and Greek
political thought has illuminated
the path of mankind through its
history, even in the darkest times.

Another less poetic, but perhaps
more relevant case of historical
dynamism for our debate is the his-
tory of European (or Western) civi-
lization in the Modern Age, which
gave birth to the idea of nation-
states and their international pol-
itics. The history of international
systems came into existence after
the Treaty of Westphalia (1648) and
has been evolving up to the pres-
ent. From time to time it is exposed
to the strikes and blows of revolu-
tions, ravaged by either local or all-
out wars or struggles for indepen-
dence.

Those who debate the future of
international (or even cosmopoli-
tan) democracy should be aware
of the long and winding road that
modern political thought has trav-
eled—from its origins in the works
of Bodin and Hobbes, who laid
down the theoretical foundations,
to the concepts of state sovereignty,
state supremacy and sovereign
equality of states, through various
stages of modern political debates,
either connecting the modern sit-
uation with the classical political
thought of the past or reflecting
on fresh and raw historical expe-
rience. Current discussions con-
cern the European integration and
its endemic “democratic deficit,”
transatlantic cooperation between
Americans and Europeans based
on Western values, or possibilities
for international governance in the
environment of a more connected,
global world. What must be con-

sidered is the dynamic evolution
of modern international law, from
Grotius and Vattel to current con-
cepts of human rights and funda-
mental freedoms. From the classical
doctrines of “humanitarian inter-
vention” we go to the language of
the European Convention which
states that “common understanding
and observance of Human Rights”
represents “an effective political
democracy,” creating “greater unity
between its Members” — i.e., Euro-
pean countries which are like-
minded have a common heritage of
political traditions, ideals, freedom
and the rule of law.

In the current context, Kant’s 1795
project of “perpetual peace” repre-
sents the most articulate theory for
bringing the idea of democracy to
the international level. Departing
from a simple postulate that “all
men who can mutually influence
one another must accept some civil
constitution,” Kant not only for-
mulates his famous thesis that for
the sake of peace all civil consti-
tutions should be republican, but
proceeds to the idea that the rights
of nations be based on a federation
of free states, and to the cosmo-
politan right that “shall be limited
to conditions of universal hospital-
ity.” The Kantian project, scorned
by political realists as sheer utopia,
has never been realized. However,
it is a fact that Kant’s key postulate
of the project of perpetual peace
—that it is the republican consti-
tution, provides for this desirable
result, namely, perpetual peace —
has been empirically confirmed by
modern European history. This idea
is in fact being tested day after day
by the existence and everyday life
of the European Communities (the

European Union).

The European integration proves
that it makes sense to talk about
democracy among “like-minded
states,” within a region that has
been historically and spiritually tied
to the concept of civilization.

Can we extend this debate to
democracy on the global level? Is it
possible to confirm the principle of
the rule of law as valid in the realm
of international relations, and by
doing so limit in an unprecedented
way the sovereignty of nation-states
and their territorial jurisdiction?
Who should approve this step and
how? In history it was the citizens
of small city-states and, later, the
larger, well-defined political bodies
born in the Modern Age, that
entered into the social contract,
constituting their civil societies and
polities. It was always a finite, exclu-
sive and homogenous people that
shared the same elementary values
and common understanding of the
difference between the “good” life
of the democratic polis and the
forms of life available to the mem-
bers of non-democratically admin-
istered communities. Is it hot some-
what beyond our common sense,
and therefore somewhat unrealis-
tic, to expect that humankind, with
all of its cultural, religious, social
and historical diversities, could ever
enter into a social contract that
expresses the consent of the gov-
erned with the idea of a global, even
if very limited, government?

Can we think meaningfully about
a democracy that is all-inclusive?
Shouldn’t we, on the contrary, be
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worried that the transformation of
the whole planet into one political
body would rather kill the very idea
of democracy, her open political
culture and her ethos? Is it not
more likely that such a step would
bring us into the “Promised Land”
of peace and justice for all, but
deprive us of our freedoms and con-
demn us and our posterity to live
in a prison or concentration camp,
from which there would be no
escape, because it would embrace
all territories of our Mother-Earth?
Would it not be much better to
indulge in the fantasies of cos-
mopolitan democracy, international
civil society, and the New Age,
etc., and then return to earth and
ask ourselves not how to transform
our world into one big democratic
monster, but to raise once more
the century-old question posed by
Woodrow Wilson, the question of
how to make the world “safe for
democracy”?

I am going to stop here and leave
the rest for future discussions. In
trying to clarify the theoretical roots
of our currently used political con-
cepts, it is useful to look back
in history to refresh our political
thought, making it less rigid and
more dynamic, less judgmental in
an absolute sense, and more open to
making political judgments that are
appropriate to our changing world.
Whatever happens, one thing is cet-
tain: Whether we are liberal reform-
ers or political realists, democracy
has indeed become the flagship
of our hopes for a better future.
The idea of its wreckage in the
ocean of international affairs, run-
ning extremely high after Septem-
ber 11, 2001, is rightly perceived as
a major disaster.




