
Democracy Defended

Is there a public good? A prevalent view in political science is that
democracy is unavoidably chaotic, arbitrary, meaningless, and impossi-
ble. Such skepticism began with Condorcet in the eighteenth century,
and continued most notably with Arrow and Riker in the twentieth cen-
tury. In this powerful book, Gerry Mackie confronts and subdues these
long-standing doubts about democratic governance. Problems of cy-
cling, agenda control, strategic voting, and dimensional manipulation
are not sufficiently harmful, frequent, or irremediable, he argues, to be
of normative concern. Mackie also examines every serious empirical il-
lustration of cycling and instability, including Riker’s famous argument
that the US Civil War was due to arbitrary dimensional manipulation.
Almost every empirical claim is erroneous, and none is normatively
troubling, Mackie says. This spirited defence of democratic institutions
should prove both provocative and influential.
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As the twenty-first century begins, major new political challenges have arisen at
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remain unresolved. The collapse of communism and the end of the Cold War
reflect a victory for democratic and liberal values, yet in many of the Western
countries that nurtured those values there are severe problems of urban decay,
class and racial conflict, and failing political legitimacy. Enduring global injus-
tice and inequality seem compounded by environmental problems, disease, the
oppression of women, racial, ethnic and religious minorities, and the relentless
growth of the world’s population. In such circumstances, the need for creative
thinking about the fundamentals of human political association is manifest. This
new series in contemporary political theory is needed to foster such systematic
normative reflection.
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—— What sphinx of cement and aluminum bashed open their skulls
and ate up their brains and imagination? (Ginsberg 1956, 17)
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