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In this essay on democracy I will start by pointing out what, in my opinion, are the misconceptions, misunderstandings one might have about democracy and show that learning more about the history and the diversity of democracy we can come to a more accurate understanding of present time politics. I will then, give my answer to the question of this essay and explore different point that show why it is difficult to call the United Kingdom (UK) fully democratic. To finish this essay, I will suggest some alternatives that could be used in the UK and elsewhere, alternatives that would reinforce democracy and create truly democratic political systems. All of my points in this essay are very straightforward for two reasons. One, this is a very short limited essay which does not allow me to go too much in depth. Two, I am writing this essay during a world pandemic and a Black Lives Matter uprising, in the United States and all over the world, in times like these it becomes clear that being moderate is useless at best and mostly criminal. I chose to be radical in my thoughts and my words, risking to be wrong for the benefit of learning because that is the only way change is going to happen and change has to happen if we want to stop inequalities, oppressions, and the destruction of the world as we know it. 

Most definitions of democracy available online are quite similar to each other: “the belief in freedom and equality between people, or a system of government based on this belief, in which power is either held by elected representatives or directly by the people themselves.”(…). So, democracy can either be seen as a system of governance or as an ideal or a value. Let us keep this in mind throughout this essay. The way it is used today as a government system, democracy means that leaders and decision makers are elected by the people to represent them. Although it seems simple there is many distinct forms of democracies around the world. Many countries call themselves democratic although the real political situations of those countries are not necessarily democratic. “These states use “democracy” as their ideological justification, despite the lack of participation of the people in the operation of the governments and the real domination by the minority class of big capitalists.” (Price, 2008, p. 191). This quote describes both extreme cases such as North Korea that, with an openly authoritarian dictatorship, still calls itself the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, but also not so extreme cases such as the UK that is described as a parliamentary democracy or a constitutional monarchy. These two examples point out how the word democracy is so easily used as a pretty façade to show, often fake, ethical and moral values that the leaders of the country abide by. Even the origin and history of democracy have been changed to fit a certain view of the world and a specific agenda; that of white supremacy and patriarchy. Democracy is a Greek word, but its origins come from long before the Greek democratic city states. Although many believe, as I did not so long ago, that democracy was invented by the Greeks there is evidence of democracy originating from Ancient Middle East. It might be worth thinking about why the Greeks, a patriarchal, slave owning, white European society, are being praised for the invention of democracy when the more complex origins from Mesopotamia and other Indigenous societies are being erased from History. My argument here is that one must be careful when talking about democracy because it has taken on a complex and charged significance over the many years of its life. John Kean identifies three phases of democracy and places us in the current monitory democracy that is a government monitored by the extra-parliamentary civil society, in the form of national and international courts or NGOs (Hegewisch, 2011). I wonder whether this third phase is not already a sign of people trying to take back control of a system that was supposed to be lead by them but has transformed itself into yet another rule of the few over the many. By understanding what democracy is and its history we start to see already the issues around this idealized, overused and misused notion of democracy. 

My opinion about the UK’s political system is not complicated or nuanced at all. There are so many examples that clash with democracy or at least what I think democracy should be. In the following paragraph I will try to give a very brief summary of the reasons why I believe it is difficult to call this country democratic. The Monarchy that although is called constitutional might be a good beginning to show the lack of democracy. The Queen has a considerable amount of power, whether she is using those powers or not hardly matters. She appoints a great number of political figures, from the ambassadors to the members of the House of Lords or the judges of this country. She also has the power to declare war and it is to the Crown that the military pledges allegiance. She also has a right to veto on all acts of parliament. Although this power has not been used by the Crown for three hundred years, it is still there. If none of these powers mattered the laws and constitution would have been changed long ago. To go further, the single party system which means that the cabinet is constituted of members of a single party also shows a lack of democratic representation. I could also write about how people do not vote for a prime minister who becomes the most powerful politician during their time in office, and I have not even touched on the unelected House of Lords. There is no need to have studied politics or to be an expert to see that these few points that I mention above already show the lack of democracy in the political system of the UK. It does not matter what powers the Queen actually uses or not, she has those powers. To put it simply, if we try to imagine politics as a game, I want to argue that in the UK the rules of the game are not democratic. The game might be played in somewhat democratic fashion but the rules of the game itself are not democratic at all. Now, instead of drowning in the details and criticism over the current political system of the UK I would like to explore some alternatives or ideas that could benefit a failing democratic system. Because unlike Meg Russel who in an extremely fatalistic way thinks that there is no alternative if we want democracy, I am of the opinion that we as people, as communities and societies need to be brave enough to imagine, plan and create the alternatives and the political world that we want to see in the future (Runciman, 2019).
 
As a first step in this process of change, I want to make it clear that questioning democracy does not mean rejecting it all together. It seems clear that democratic systems are failing all over the world. In the UK this failure translates in the way Brexit or the Covid-19 pandemic have been dealt with. No matter what political affiliations one has, I feel confident in saying that the majority would agree these two situations have been dealt with chaotically and inefficiently. Democracy has become a pretty façade that the people in power have used in all sorts of ways to abuse that power. So let us question, criticize and change democracy. I believe it is time to move on from the struggle of creating democracy to the struggle of making the systems of democracy that have so comfortably settled in our countries be held accountable and focus on what is needed. Let us redefine democracy and most importantly, dare ask the question: What do we want? In the best of possible worlds, what do we imagine the future to be? What do we want for ourselves and future generations? Once again, regardless of political affiliation let us assume that people want quality food, housing, healthcare, secure jobs and education. These are basic human needs to live a good life. Now let us ask ourselves what we need in order to have a society that can provide these basic needs to everyone. I would like to suggest that simply living in a country that calls itself a democracy is not enough. Democracy in the UK is not enough because as we can witness it, especially in these times of Brexit, Coronavirus, and Climate Emergency, food, housing, health care and secure jobs are all at risk for a lot of people. I believe in order to achieve these needs for a whole society what is needed the most is equity and solidarity. These two values are not some dreamy unattainable ideals. They all have very practical down-to-earth implications. The first one is equity because, focusing so much on equality, we have forgotten that people are individuals that all have specific needs, and all have different capabilities. In order to provide for everyone we need to cultivate more equity by first recognizing to current systematic discriminations, understanding them and then work to fix them and erase them (this needs to happen on all levels, personal, community, government, national, international levels). Second, solidarity is a key component for any group of people to survive together. Solidarity means not letting anyone be oppressed and marginalized, it means helping others and it means sharing and giving. I think that democracy has become synonymous with good and if a country is a democracy then surely it is a good place. We need to ask ourselves what truly matters and not shy away from demanding it and fighting for it. 

Following on that, another point on which democracy has failed is representation. As I previously mentioned John Kean’s second stage of democracy is representative democracy. Although according to him we are currently in the third, monitory stage of democracy, representational democracy is what most democracies practice today. Representation is here understood as elected by the people to represent them. Representation however, should, in my opinion also mean ‘that represents the people’, as in representing the gender, colour, class, dis/ability, age, of the people. One might say that all of these are just labels and that we should not see people as labels. However, these labels affect people’s lives, shapes the way they experience being human and shapes their needs as citizens. To take a current example just today Matt Hancock was asked how many black people are in cabinet. He answered trying to mix people of colour and mention the two ministers from Indian origins (Arj, 2020). The answer to the question asked of him is quite simple though because it is zero. It is not difficult to understand that a white man will not represent a young black woman accurately or at all. An alternative I would like to propose is to change what we understand by representative so that we diversify our politicians. This might be something that takes time and is already happening but it should happen on a radical level because let us be honest six woman and two people of colour in a twenty member cabinet is not representative of the British society. 

I believe it is useful to look at already existing examples of alternative democracies. Although some might be on a smaller scale, grassroot projects, or small-scale societies can still be a source of inspiration to find new ways of doing politics. For example, the Summerhill school is “a democratic, self-governing school in which the adults and children have equal status” (Summerhill School, 2020). In this school, every single member of the community participates in every decision made and everybody’s vote weights equally. Another example that works on a larger scale is Extinction Rebellion. They are a “participatory, decentralised, and inclusive” group fighting for climate justice (Extinction Rebellion, 2020). They are trying to put in place, similar to assembly democracy, a citizen’s assemblies that are “innovative processes that can empower people, communities and entire countries to make important decisions in a way that is fair and deeply democratic” (Extinction Rebellion, 2020). The assembly would be composed of randomly selected citizens (similar to jury service) but who represent the different genders, ages, ethnicities, education levels and geographies of the country. This assembly will investigate and create recommendations on how to deal with the climate emergency. The actions of the government then must be led by the decisions of the citizen’s assembly. This idea could be applied on a much larger scale and about other topics as well. It has already been tried out in 2018 by the government to discuss long-term funding for adult social care in England (UK Parliament, 2018). This is a very practical and plausible alternative that could be brought to political systems creating a much more radical and direct sense of democracy. Alongside these citizen’s assemblies, one could also consider looking at social anarchism which is an idea that has been widely developed along the years and as David Graeber says that “anarchy is democracy without the government” (Graeber, 2006). Although anarchy is a word that usually scares people because of the assumption that anarchy means chaos, anarchist literature offers one of the best critics of current democracies and brings forth solutions, suggesting a direct democracy. Although social anarchism or direct democracy provide some real alternatives they, in my opinion, still center mostly around white male thinkers. 

In an attempt to decolonize knowledge and politics I will finish this essay by mentioning a system of governance of indigenous people that could inform our search for change. Gatherer-hunter groups have a reputation of being the most egalitarian societies that have ever existed. Although their survival is today threatened because of globalization, climate, or conflict, the way they managed to create truly egalitarian societies is something to look up to. Unfortunately, I cannot go into great detail about each of these different peoples and cultures. However, the Ju/’hoansi (of the Kalahari Desert), Mbuti (of Congo’s Ituri Forest), Batek (of Peninsular Malaysia), Nayaka (of South India) and more, are all gatherer-hunter groups are considered egalitarian. The main point I would like to focus on here is that all of these people have ways of regulating themselves to make sure no one member of the group becomes dominant over others. Gray argues that they all have a common cultural characteristic which is play. Play, between adult members of the group, that is based on “voluntary participation, autonomy, equality, sharing, and consensual decision making” (Gray, 2009, p. 484). Some might call these games, rituals but he decides to call them games. He goes on to show that playing prevents dominant behaviors: “during play, a new sort of relationship emerges between individuals, one that is based not on power assertion but on power restraint and sensitivity to the needs of the other player” (Gray, 2009, p. 516). This is not to idealize all gatherer-hunter societies, but rather to demonstrate that other ways of making decisions and living together are possible. 

In conclusion, in the very beginning of this essay, I have highlighted that democracy can be seen as both a form of government and as an ideal. After looking into the problems around our understanding of democracy, answering the question whether the UK can be called a democracy, and giving some alternatives to improve and change democracy, I would like to encourage you to think of democracy more as an ideal and less as a form of government. An ideal is something that we strive for, that we fight for and that can always be subject to change. Democracy “is always in the making and therefore necessarily incomplete” (Hegewisch, 2011, p. 196). All along this essay, I have encouraged change and the fight for change because the world has become uncertain and scary. If we want to create a sustainable future for ourselves and our children, we need change. So, let us broaden our horizons, move beyond traditional academia, beyond traditional politics, beyond our own culture, to create a future that will help and support all.
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