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When viewed against the realities of a highly-institutionalized state-capitalist system,
with its concentrated forms of corporate, government, and military power, the term
“democracy” has collapsed into something of a rhetorical flourish, ritualized lan-
guage that tells us less and less about living social and authority relations in a com-
plex industrial society. Close investigation of the constituent elements of a thriving
democratic polity nowadays seems almost taboo among politicians, the media, even
academics who usually balk at taking labels at face value. Even some of the harshest
critics of American politics are often inclined, with few second thoughts, to accept
existing signposts of “democracy” - consent of the governed, will of the people,
popular sovereignty, self-governance - that are weak on empirical substance. Such
facile references have grown largely stale and meaningless, emptied of content - if in
fact they ever had much resonance across so much of U.S. history. The same is true
of familiar contentions equating democratic politics with the presence of a constitu-
tion, open elections, “pluralismy’, a capitalist economy, or certain legally-protected
rights and freedoms. None of these conditions is sufficient to establish or maintain a
dynamic system of democratic governance.
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