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AMAZING 
 "Two and a half thousand years ago the small Greek city state of Athens in-

vented a new form of political regime. Today the name of that form of regime is 

the only credible basis on which to claim regular and lasting political authority 

across the entire world." This statement on the jacket of a recent book on de-

mocracy1 expresses succinctly a quite amazing fact: at the end of the 20th cen-

tury democracy claims to be the only legitimate system of political power.  

 Let us put beside for a moment the question whether this claim can be 

sustained in face of a host of counter claims and, still more urgently, in face of 

the fact that the success of democracy in most countries outside the "West" is 

still in question, and let as ϐirst reϐlect on how amazing this fact really is. 

 At a superϐicial glance democracy's global legitimative dominance maybe 

does not seem so strange. It is universally accepted that no development and, 

still more, no national power can hoped to be achieved without the fullest re-

source to Western technology. Thus, one might say, since Western countries 

are democracies, democracy seems the indicated form of political power. But, 

of course, this kind of reasoning is not very convincing. Neither has, in the 

West, modern technology developed exclusively under democratic conditions. 

Nor seems to be any reason why modernization should be linked to a speciϐic 

form of political organization of the state. It could have been quite possible 
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that western democracy would have been nothing more than one of a number 

of models of modern organization of political power.  

 But it came differently. To quote Robert A. Dahl: "During the twentieth cen-

tury the idea of democracy ceased to be, as it had been heretofore, a parochial 

doctrine embraced only in the West by a small proportion of the world's peo-

ple and actualized for a few centuries at most over a tiny portion of the earth. 

Though it is far from a worldwide achievement, in the last half-century democ-

racy in the modern sense has gained almost universal force as a political idea, 

an aspiration, and an ideology".2  

 Only 100 years ago you could have counted democratic states on your two 

hands. For thousands of years people the world over, in the West and in the 

East, with the exception of a few Greek cities a couple of 2000 years ago and 

some Italian cities during the European Middle Ages, were very quite contend 

with their monarchies or aristocracies or tribal chieftainships or you name it. 

Nobody wrote a word about democracy or sovereignty of the people. But all 

over sudden, in this century, and more so after the colonialized countries 

threw out their colonial oppressors, there comes democracy with its universal 

claim and, it seems, nobody can get away from it.3 The funny thing is, nobody, 

in Asia or wherever, can shrug democracy's claim off [as the Indonesians 

stopped learning by heart the names of the rivers of motherland Holland and 

forget about it]. 

 Not that everybody embraced the idea of democracy. The idea of democ-

racy is still questioned and challenged in many non-Western countries. But the 

interesting thing is: Such criticism, apart from a very few exceptions, never 

aims at the idea of democracy as such, but always at certain forms of democ-

racy, especially at what is called "western" or "liberal democracy" what ever be 

meant by this expression. Or it is said, as was said recently by the President of 

the Republic of Tadjikistan, that Western democracy was nothing for his coun-

try and it would take Tadjikistan more than 100 years to become a democracy. 

Thus while repudiating democracy now, the Tadjik President operates from 
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the silent supposition that eventually his country should, and probably will, 

become a democracy. Almost never anybody says, f.i., that, "irrespective of the 

fact that there are democratic countries around, we have our own - say non-

democratic - form of government and so much for democracy," which would 

be, if we were only used to it, quite a sensible thing to say. 

THE DEMOCRATIC CLAIM 
 Let me spell out a bit what democracy's claim to exclusive political legiti-

macy involves. It involves the claim to be "the only credible basis on which to 

claim regular and lasting political authority."4 This involves the claim that non-

democratic regimes have no legitimacy except under special circumstances 

and for a limited period of time, but not as something regular and lasting. The 

only positively acceptable form of government, positive in the sense: barring 

special circumstances, would have to be democracy. Non- democratic states 

would be liable to critique. Non-democratic regimes would lack in legitimacy. 

Considering that a majority of states in the United Nations are not considered 

democracies, this statement should sound exceptional indeed.  

 And we have to give attention to the fact that this democratic claim is a 

moral claim. Democracy claims universal legitimacy as a principle of political 

ethics. As such the frame of reference is human dignity. Democracy is claimed 

to be the only legitimate modern form of political power, because it is regarded 

as the only form of government in accordance to the dignity of its citizens as 

human persons. Under modern conditions, political power has to be demo-

cratic out of respect for the human dignity of its people. Non-democratic gov-

ernment is seen as contrary to their human dignity.  

 So much for the universalistic claim of democracy. Please note, I do not say, 

or better, not yet say that this claim is justiϐied. I only try to spread out what is 

meant by it. 

 



 

Franz Magnis-Suseno 4 March 22-23, 1995  

QUESTIONING THE DEMOCRATIC CLAIM 
 During their ϐight for independence from colonial power, many third world 

leaders had hailed democracy as their preferred form of government. But only 

few former colonial countries later introduced democracy and where this has 

been the case, as for instance in Indonesia, it mostly failed, the only exceptions 

being, it seems, India and Sri Langka. It became more and more obvious, that 

democracy can only work where deϐinite political, social, cultural and probably 

also economical preconditions, especially regarding "stability" are given, and 

the introduction of democratic mechanism is no panacea for the solution of all 

kind of political, social and economic problems.  

 On the other hand, if we look at the so called success stories in East Asia, 

we get the impression that social stability and economic development could 

proceed smoothly under authoritarian regimes, while repeated democratic en-

deavours as, f.i. in Pakistan or Bangladesh have not resulted in the desired sta-

bility.  

 Thus while the democratic principle is, generally, not put into doubt, the 

claim that political legitimacy can only be obtained through democracy, or, 

more precisely, that all countries, in order to become ethically acceptable, 

should introduce or activate democratic institutions is widely disputed as eth-

nocentric, and therefore false, by leaders and political thinkers of non-Western 

societies. They widely reject the accusation that non-democratic forms of gov-

ernment must be contrary to the human dignity of their people. 

 I would describe the situation of the ongoing discussion on democracy as 

follows: It seems that there are two contradictory trends existing at the same 

time: On the one hand, the - very modern - principle that government should 

be democratic is rarely challenged directly; one might even say, it is, in spite of 

all contrary experiences as disputations, still almost universally accepted. But 

on the other hand, claims that non-democratic countries implicitly violate the 

human dignity of their citizens and democracy, therefore, be speedily intro-

duced also widely rejected and accused of being based on a pro- Western basis 
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[not to speak of the suspicion that demands for democratization serve to cam-

ouϐlage massive Western  and political interests]. 

 I would like, therefore, to pose the following key questions: What about 

democracy's universal and exclusive claim to legitimacy in face of the fact that 

it is, in its modern form, a product of the European-North American tradition, 

or, succinctly, of "the West"? Can democracy, the child of a distinctive social and 

cultural environment, i.e. the Western one, be expected to become the pre-

ferred expression of political adulthood in states with very different social en-

vironments? Can democracy become the institutionalized political expression 

of respect for human dignity in non-Western societies? 

MODERN DEMOCRACY 
 Allow me make a few more general remarks on democracy. I understand, 

in this paper, democracy in the modern sense, as a political system which insti-

tutionalizes control of government by the people and its accountability to the 

people through a system of representation. Thus modern democracy is two 

thing together: It wants to realize the sovereignty of the people, and it does so 

trough a complicated system of institutions which operationalize this sover-

eignty of the people.  

 The important thing is that democracy is essentially more than just sover-

eignty of the people. It is also a complex web of institutions. This means two 

things. Firstly, not every government or form of government that is accepted 

by the people, thus, in this sense, expresses the sovereignty of the people, is a 

democracy. A benevolent populistic dictatorship of a great leader might be ac-

cepted by the people, it might even be the best form of government for this na-

tion, but it is not a democracy. Democracy is sovereignty of the people institu-

tionalized through those political and juridical mechanism usually connected 

with the term democracy.  

 Secondly, democracy [in this sense] never claimed to be in fact govern-

ment of the people, by the people and for the people, in spite of Abraham Lin-
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coln's famous statement. In modern representative democracies the citizens 

do very little governing. Democracy's claim are much more modest. It only 

claims to be a form, the best form!, of institutionalizing the maximum control 

by the citizens of a country of their government and the maximum of account-

ability of the government to their citizens, and this on a stable, thus institu-

tional and juridical, longtime basis. Never did democracy claim that citizens 

could directly inϐluence legislation [as Rousseau demanded] or that legislation 

would always be what a majority of the people would approve. This was al-

ways seen and accepted as an inevitable consequence of the principle of repre-

sentation which, itself was accepted as the only possible way of translating the 

democratic ideal of the sovereignty of the people into constant political reality. 

It is claimed that no other form of government offers, in an anyway compara-

ble way, the same degree of control of, and accountability by the government 

in relation to its people, on a long time, institutional basis, independently of 

the skills and the moral character of the person or persons incidentally being 

at the head of the government. I had to stress this point in order the counter 

the less then clear headed objection that in democracies, too, government is 

the business of an elite. Of course it is, and it should be. The point is that in de-

mocracy, and only in democracy, elites are forced to present themselves to the 

citizens and the citizens are able to throw out a ruling elite and to chose for 

themselves which elites they want to govern them, and they are allowed to 

speak their mind and no political party can afford to neglect their opinion. 

 In fact, democracy is generally recognized as a political system where a 

number of speciϐic properties and conditions have to be fulϐilled. I subsume 

these conditions under what I call ϐive clusters of essential characteristics of a 

democracy: (1) The rule of the law (Rechtsstaatlichkeit); (2) effective control 

of the government by the people and/or its representatives; (3) free general 

elections; (4) decision making by the majority principle; (5) guaranteed basic 

democratic rights. Only if all conditions subsumed under these ϐive clusters ob-

tain can we speak of democracy in the modern sense.5  
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[Excursus: One could ask on what authority these ϐive clusters can be regarded 

as valid criteria for the existence of democratic government. The answer is 

that modern democracy is not a theoretical construct of political ethics, some-

how apriori deducted from more fundamental ethical principals. Democracy is 

a form or organizing government that has empirically and historically devel-

oped over the times. There could be other forms. But this is what nowadays is 

called democracy. Thus those ϐive clusters a empirical descriptions of what ex-

perts and, I would say, to a great degree also the informed public in general un-

derstands as democracy. And this paper is not over democracy in the abstract, 

but about this thing called modern democracy6] 

THE ROOTS OF MODERN DEMOCRACY 
 Now, while there have been democratic and participatory customs in many 

traditional societies around the globe, especially on the village level, modern 

democracy in the above sense are doubtlessly originated from the Western Eu-

ropean and North American tradition, thus from "the West". It is intrinsi cally 

linked with the collapse of Medieval feudal structures, with the ideals of Auf-

klärung (Enlightenment), with rationalism, individualism, secularization and 

especially with the ideals of the French Revolution: liberty, equality, brother-

hood. From these sources arose the modern conviction, that all human beings 

are of equal dignity, that they, therefore, enjoy equal right of participation in 

determining the direction of their community, that no one has a divine right to 

rule other human beings, thus that all legitimate authority must come from the 

delegation by the whole community. These ideas were very well summarized 

by Rousseau's sovereignty of the people. The British political system after the 

Glorious Revolution in 1689, the birth of the United States of America [which 

was not yet regarded as a victory of "democracy" but of the republican idea] 

and the turbulent constitutional developments in the course of the French Rev-

olution 1789-95 were extremely important in channeling the idea of the sover-

eignty of the people into feasible institutional channels. 
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 This rise of democratic ideas was intrinsically linked to the rejection of 

feudal privileges and absolute monarchic power in the name of rationalism 

and liberalism. This rejection itself cannot be separated from the rise begin-

ning from the 16th century of a new social class, the bourgeoisie. The bour-

geoisie more and more became the main economic backbone of the emerging 

national state. Capitalism and industrial revolution still more increased its cru-

cial role in the support of their countries. Full of self-conϐidence and optimism, 

the bourgeoisie demanded, and ϐinally got, their say in the direction of their 

countries. Modern democracy is the child of the collapse of traditional society, 

both of its social structures and its social beliefs and values. Thus the rise of 

modern democracy cannot be separated from the collapse of feudal society 

and the rise of modern, industrial, rational and bourgeois society. It is the logi-

cal outcome of the rise of modern society. 

 But this origin of modern society should not make us blind to the fact that 

the philosophical roots of democracy reach back into times much earlier. By 

this I do not, in the ϐirst place, refer to Greek democracy which gave our de-

mocracy its name, although democracy as a political possibility was almost al-

ways on the mind of Western political philosophers precisely because they 

read their Thukydides, Platon or Aristotle. But there is no straight line from 

Greek direct democracy to modern representative democracy. The basic philo-

sophical premises of democracy go much farther back, to times even before 

the Greeks entered the world stage 2700 years ago. Modern democracy was 

the outcome of a change in the understanding of man which took thousands of 

years until it, at the threshold of modernity, ϐinally penetrated into the con-

sciousness of philosophers and political thinkers. This change of the self un-

derstanding of men was, as was often the case, intimately connected with a 

new understanding of God. 

 It began in the twilight of history, almost 4000 years ago, with Abraham. 

His experiences with God, which deepened through the experiences of the peo-

ple of Israel opened the understanding of God as transcendent, as the creator 

of the world and of the human race. In front of the transcendent God differ-
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ences between human beings became non essentials. The very real differences 

between men and women, free people and slaves, lord and servant, and be-

tween social classes in general became to be understood as irrelevant to their 

human dignity. Before God all human beings are the same, except for their per-

sonal situation before God. This was very different from religious frames of 

reference where worldly reality was understood as concentric circles of ema-

nation from the powers of the invisible world. Inequality was the logical conse-

quence of such a world view because The Divine emanated in circles of differ-

ent intensity. There was also no sharp distinction between people and animals 

as we can witness in the plays of the Javanese wayang-shadow-play. 

 Thus Israel's belief in Yahweh, the Lord of history, had as a result a concep-

tion of political power where the king was just a human being  as everybody 

else. Belief in the transcendence of God  which also became the corner stone of 

the two other Abrahamistic religions, Christianity ("There are no longer Jew or 

Greek, slave or free persons, men or women, because you are all one in Christ 

Jesus", Gal. 3,28) and Islam , gave no room for a dewa-raja, a god-king, nor for 

divine powers of a ruler. In heaven, according to these three religions, there 

will be no difference between king and beggar, both will be judged according 

to their value in the eyes of God. This was the reason the prophets of ancient 

Juda and Israel dared to confront their kings when they betrayed their faith or 

condoned injustice, Petrus and John told the Jew ish leaders in Jerusalem that 

they had to obey God more than human superiors [Act.4,19; 5. 29] and Muslim 

ulama again and again clashed with their kings, f.i. their Mataram rulers in 

17th century Jawa. 

 It needed the collapse of the Medieval feudal order and of its accompany-

ing hierarchical world-view for this essentially egalitarian view of human per-

sons to become politically operative. But it is very important to remember this 

religious, philosophical origins of democracy. Thus the basic ideas of human 

dignity, of the essential equality in dignity of all humans, and therefore of the 

need for rational legitimation of political power is not speciϐically "western". 

They originated in an environment that comprises at least the whole Jewish, 
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Christian and Islamic world. The democratic idea is, therefore, not 100% a 

child of Enlightenment. Its foundations in a basic view of what human beings 

are much broader than what the Western outlook of modern democracy sug-

gests. What gave democracy its clearly Western face is the fact that its basic 

philosophical foundations only became socially and political operational after 

the emergence of post-traditional society which, because of reasons I do not 

have to go into, took place, historically, in what we call "the West" [with all its 

accompanying Western colonial and post-colonial domination]. 

THE CRISIS OF DEMOCRATIC LEGITIMATION 
 But whatever the philosophical foundations of democracy, their is no 

doubt that modern democracy has come to the world as the probably most 

prominent ideological export of Western political culture. And precisely be-

cause of its strong claim on legitimacy, it opens itself to reproof of ethnocen-

tricity. In order to assess the democratic claim, I want to enter a bit into this 

question of ethnocentricity. 

 It may be useful to point out that not all criticism of democracy is free of 

self-seeking purposes. The rejection of democratic reforms under the title of 

western democracy often comes from those in government. At the same time, 

oppositional groups - if they are able to articulate themselves; often they are 

silenced precisely with the argument that "opposition" is a feature of "western 

democracy" and therefore unacceptable - NGOs, human rights groups and 

many intellectuals in the same country voice quite different views on de moc-

racy. There are also very different political opinions. During the ϐirst 12 years 

of Indonesian independence President Sukarno strongly denounced "western 

democracy" as not in accordance with the character of the Indonesian people, 

while Vice-president Mohammad Hatta pointedly never distinguished between 

"democracy" and "western" democracy" [what Hatta criticized as "liberal de-

mocracy" was something else: the fact that in the West democracy was limited 

to the political sphere, but did not extend into economics which were domi-

nated by the capitalists, a minority, thus not democratic, therefore also cancel-
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ing out the beneϐits of political democracy - which he supported without re-

serve].  

 But the fact is that democracy has not performed too well outside "west-

ern" countries, India, Sri Langka, Malaysia and Japan [whose democracy was 

always special and seems now to be in a kind of crisis]. In Latin America there 

has been a constant up and down. In many African countries democracy seems 

to be a far cry. In Asia one would have to look at every country individually. 

"Success stories" like South Korea and Taiwan developed well under authori-

tarian regimes, but are increasingly moving toward democracy, while Singa-

pore stays authoritarian and prospers too. And so on and so on.  

 Let us look at some of the difϐiculties. I suppose that in many countries 

people, out of their traditions, would probably be much happier with a benevo-

lent authoritarian father ϐigure at the head of the state than to have ongoing 

bickering between political parties. Very often, as f.i. in the Indonesia of the 

50th, they are not able to transcend party interest and clearly articulate the 

national point of view. Often the culture of conϐlict management is very differ-

ent from the democratic one. Open conϐlict might be taboo. The idea of "her 

Majesty"s loyal opposition" is foreign to many cultures: open criticism is often 

regarded as the ϐirst step to revolt. Political parties can exacerbate primordial, 

ethnic or religious divisions, while a mildly authoritarian regime can play them 

down.  

EXCURSION INTO POLITICAL ETHICS 
 Thus indiscriminately demanding democratization seems unwise and un-

realistic. But this opinion has speciϐic relevance from the point of view of polit-

ical ethics. It is one of the principles of political ethics, that its normative de-

mands may only be made if the conditions for their application obtain. To de-

rive a political obligation, such as to introduce democracy, directly from ethical 

principles would amount to what Prof. Otfried Höffe calls the "normativistic 

fallacy": to derive directly what has to be done from normative principles.7 
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 Thus from the point of view of political ethics, although under modern 

conditions democracy is one of its principles, there is nothing like an absolute 

obligation to introduce democracy. There are more fundamental obligations a 

state has to fulϐill, especially to secure the most basic needs of the population 

such as internal peace and security, food, clothing, dwelling, education and 

health care, and the safeguarding of the rule of law a.s.o. If the conditions for 

democratic government do not obtain, trying to introduce democracy would 

endanger that minimal amount of security and welfare that has already been 

achieved, and this means, trying to introduce democracy under such circum-

stances would be ethically wrong. Whether the necessary conditions for demo-

cratic development exist is not an ethical, but an empirical question, to be de-

cided in the ϐirst place by the respective people themselves. 

 Secondly, it should be noted that democracy is a contextual and dynamic 

concept. Contextuality8 here means: how the essential elements of democracy 

- rule of the law, government controlled by the people, free general elections, 

majority decisions, democratic fundamental rights and liberties - are to be in-

terpreted and to be put into practice depends on the political, social, and cul-

tural context. Democracy does not mean the British or the European or the 

North American system. Democracy means institutionalized processes that un-

der the obtaining conditions realize in an optimal way those ϐive clusters of 

characteristics of the democratic form of government.  

 To keep this contextuality of the concept of democracy in mind is of para-

mount importance precisely if one is convinced of the universal claim of de-

mocracy. It may be against the grain of democratic purism, but from the point 

of view of political ethics none of the essential elements of democracy must be 

translated into political reality without regard for the social, political and cul-

tural context. Questions like how to develop a multiparty system, whether, f.i. a 

hegemonical position of the government party is accept able, whether the 

armed forces should play a particular role in the political life of a nation, or 

how freedom of the press is to be interpreted have to be decided with regard 
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to how would be the impact on the functioning of the state and of the future 

development of democracy.  

 Regard for this contextuality is especially important in all non-western 

cultures because of their very different deeply internalized traditions as re-

gards hierarchy, political power, communication, civilized behaviour, expres-

sion and management of conϐlict.9 Democracy as principle of political legiti-

macy in no way justiϐies disregard for those structures. Thus, democratic insti-

tutions have to be developed in conformity with the values of the respective 

political communities. This is both an imperative of political ethics -deϐining in 

which sense democracy enjoys, and does not enjoy, exclusive legitimacy - and a 

demand of practical reason. Democratic structures that do not work make no 

democratic sense.  

 But besides being intrinsically contextual, the concept of democracy is also 

intrinsically dynamic. By this I mean that democracy is something never ϐin-

ished. To quote McIver, "democracy is a form of government that is never com-

pletely achieved. Democracy grows into its being."10  

 Thus democracy is always developing. It develops in western democratic 

societies where the greatest danger to democracy seems to be that it is taken 

for granted, that people get fed up with "the system", or atrophy into an atti-

tude of "I pay my taxes and therefore I have a right to enjoy the services of the 

state", without involving oneself. [Therefore the growing cry for a return of re-

publican virtues by people like Charles Taylor and Alasdair MacIntyre11]. But 

change of democratic structures especially take place in countries of non-west-

ern traditions, because all these countries are in the midst of a relentless pro-

cess of social change where traditional structures are replaced or re-inter-

preted by the forces of modernity and globalization. In Indonesia, f.i., the situa-

tion in 1995 is different not only from 1945 when the journey into freedom be-

gun, or from 1959 when parliamentary democracy was at its end, but also 

from 1973 when the distinctive political structure of the "New Order" where 

fully in place. Good reasons for going slow on democracy in 1975 may be not 
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so good 20 years later. The whole of society has developed immensely during 

those 20 years, for the greatest part precisely because of those structures from 

more than 20 years ago, but this means that a new context has arisen and it 

might be asked whether the [more than 20 years] old democratic structures 

put in place at the beginning of the New Order are still in accordance with the 

now obtaining social and cultural conditions.  

 Thus there is nothing like a "maximum democracy". The same structures 

that where once structures of democratic freedom and at that time conducive 

to the further development of democracy can, if not developed, become struc-

tures of oppression 20 years later, because they have lost their contextuality. 

There is always the possibility to optimalize still further the democratic con-

tents of political life.  

 Therefore democracy cannot, in general, be imposed from the outside [the 

counter fact being Japan]. There would be countries that just lack the precon-

ditions for democracy altogether. In most countries democracy is probably a 

real, if long term, possibility, but it cannot be forced upon them, and can cer-

tainly not reasonably demanded, in an abstract way, in a shape that is taken 

from western experiences. Whether existing minimal democratic structures 

are in fact what is feasible, or are instruments of oppression by a political elite 

afraid of losing the reins of power, and how, in a given context, the ϐive clusters 

of essential elements of democracy should be realized, or what kind of authori-

tativeness would be the most ϐitting one in the context of a speciϐic culture, all 

these questions cannot be answered by political ethics. They are the legitimate 

matter of political discourse by all concerned [where, of course, the tricky 

point is that political discourse itself does not prosper where democracy is 

curtailed].  

DEMOCRACY'S UNIVERSAL CLAIM 
 I want to return now to the main question of this paper: What about the 

universal claim on legitimacy by democracy? The decisive point is the concept 
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of democracy. If democracy is naively understood precisely as how it has de-

veloped in the West, the claim of universality is untenable. But the answer 

must be different, if its contextuality and dynamic character are taken into 

consideration. 

 Firstly, although democracy as a system of political power came into being 

in the western, post-traditional world and in this form cannot be simply trans-

planted into quite different cultural environments, the basic idea of democracy, 

namely essential human equality, has, as we have seen, its roots far back in 

pre-modern times, in the understand of the human person that resulted from 

the encounter with the transcendent God through Israel's religion, Christianity 

and Islam. But basis human equality was also a value in other cultures. In sub-

Saharian Africa human beings are regarded as basically equal in dignity, a view 

expressed among other things in the close relation between the community of 

the living and their deceased ancestors. One could even make the point for a 

deep view of Javanese culture which, on the surface, looks very feudal and une-

qual. There are two elements pointing to a deeper lying conviction of human  

equality. First, the Javanese idea of the "unity of servant and Lord" [manung-

galing kawula Gusti], expressing the relation of human persons to God, trans-

cends all feudal gradations; it is open for everybody and, where this stadium is 

reached, there is no longer a difference between king and commoner. Secondly, 

in the wayang-shadow-play, looked at a deeper level, the servants [punaka-

wan] of the noble knights are in fact their "keepers" [pamong] and the knights 

are, seen from this perspective, nothing else than children they [the punaka-

wan]do baby-sit, which means implicitly that the noble knights also are just 

people like everybody else.  

 A second point is this. If there were a traditional non-democratic system of 

political power still in existence, then certainly there would be no basis to ask 

them to change to a democratic one. But almost all political entities all over the 

world are regarding themselves as modern states. And as such they no longer 

command traditional loyalties although traditional attitudes towards the pow-

erful certainly still colour their way of communicating. A point in case is India. 
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As outsider, one would expect that the still very strong and inϐlexible cast-sys-

tem must be an unsurmountable hindrance to democracy. But India, in fact, 

can look back at more than 40 years of uninterrupted, reasonably successful 

democratic government. Obviously, the Indian state, as apex of the new, mod-

ern India, has not been associated with traditional social views and this was 

not disruptive of society but probably, on the contrary, a welcome and neces-

sary counter-experience to India's social traditions.  

 Thus modern statehood served as powerful mobilizer for the deep lying 

conviction of human equality and dignity. In many cultures around the globe, 

this conviction had an empirical, social basis in the traditional village with its 

"village democracy" where equality is regarded a high value.12 As Mohammad 

Hatta noted: although modern democracy is something quite else than village 

democracy, but village democracy became the experiential background for in-

troducing people still living in quite traditional environments to modern de-

mocracy.13  

 And there is the question of freedom. It is true that in no traditional cul-

ture the word freedom enjoyed a special standing. Freedom ϐirst became a con-

cept of great social power with Martin Luther who appealed to "the freedom of 

a Christian", namely the right the individual Christians to read and try to un-

derstand for themselves the Holy Scriptures, against the Catholic hierarchy. [In 

fact "freedom" was ϐirst proclaimed as paramount value in some Italian repub-

lics of the 13th century14]. 

 In countries like Indonesia one often hears that western "liberal" freedom 

smells of individualism and is alien to eastern cultures. But this statement 

does not stand up to closer inspection. Not only is the appeal to freedom 

among simple people still enormous, even after the struggle for independence 

from colonial rule has long ended. But freedom is in fact one of the most funda-

mental human and social values. Not freedom in an abstract sense, as a kind of 

anarchy. But in the sense of freedom from suffering, fear and repression, as 

freedom from being exposed to arbitrary interference by the government, f.i. 
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from being driven from one's living quarters in order to make room for a gov-

ernment project, as freedom to live according to the values of one's commu-

nity, as freedom to strive for what one conceives as the good life. And so on. 

Thus although this yearning for freedom does not directly connect with mod-

ern democracy, it shows how the fundamental democratic values of equality 

and liberty are deeply felt values of common people also in non-western socie-

ties. 

 In fact, the claim on universal legitimacy by democracy rests on the fact 

that after traditional legitimations of political power like traditional monar-

chies are no longer believed in, there seem to be no positive alternatives too 

democracy. When the privileged position of powerful individuals or traditional 

ruling classes are no longer believed in, power over the people can only be le-

gitimate by the consensus of these people. Thus the only acceptable basis of 

political legitimacy is the sovereignty of the people, not just as a slogan to be 

coopted by all kind of populistic or guardianship like regimes, but in a real, 

substantive sense, and this is what democracy is all about: A conception of a 

system of power institutionalizing to the highest realistically achievable de-

gree the sovereignty of the people, thus its lordship above government. 

 As we have seen, very often democracy might not be a realistic option. In 

many cases the existence of a central administration capable of guaranteeing a 

minimal degree of public security, law and order is already a very high achieve-

ment and even this minimal degree of orderliness is still out of reach for many 

countries. But, except for a very few countries still steeped deeply in tradition, 

such a state of affairs, even any non-democratic situation, is never extolled as a 

value in itself, as a positive alternative to democracy, as a proper model for in-

stitutionalizing power. These regimes are legitimate, but by default. Their basis 

of political power is pragmatic in the sense, that they do what they can, but 

their legitimation is not lasting and not regular.  

 Thus democracy is much more than a western product, offered after the 

collapse of colonialism. In an post-traditional context all non-democratic 
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power, although perhaps pragmatically legitimate, is in fact arbitrary and with-

out sufϐicient ethical foundation because it only rests on the power of the rul-

ing elite to keep up its domination. If their is no democracy, then political 

power rests solely upon the capability of the rulers to impose their domina-

tion. Such a situation lacks legitimacy as it is hazardous because political sta-

bility can only come from the free acknowledgment by the citizens. Lasting po-

litical stability seems to depend on the development of democratic structures 

that are in accordance to the social and cultural setup of the respective nation. 

And this seems, under post-traditional condition, to be the case universally. 

¨***¨ 
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Budaya dan Ekonomi. Pengalaman Indonesia Masa Orde Baru, Jakarta: Wakaf Paramadina, 1994, 134 s. 
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