
ROB RIEMEN 

 

The Paradox of Democracy 
 

 

I 

The true cultural pessimist fosters a fatalistic outlook on his times, sees doom scenarios 

everywhere and distrusts whatever is new and different. He does not consider a change for the 

better to be possible. All is not well and it will only get worse.  The true cultural optimist, on 

the other hand, has boundless confidence in irreversible progress. Renovation is better than 

tradition, and anything that can’t easily qualify as ‘progress’ must be considered a ‘necessary 

development’. It is beyond doubt that the future will bring great happiness for all. 

 Each of these views on society is defended against the other with a passion which is 

remarkable considering the fact that their foundations are identical: they both rely on 

historical patterns. The ‘law’ or ‘force’ which supposedly dominates us, varies. To some, it is 

God or nature. To others, it is economics, technology, or yet another nature or God. No matter 

what this law is, it determines the course of history, fixating its outcome, and nobody can 

change that. 

 Both cultural optimism and cultural pessimism are ideologies. They are unshakable 

paradigms which look at and interpret reality from within a certain framework, and attach 

meaning to events. Ideologists don’t consider independent thought, critical analysis, an 

unprejudiced eye, a change of opinion and an open debate necessary, nor even desirable. 

These ideologies are like black holes into which everything that differs, disappears. The first 

thing to disappear is the idea that man has freedom and responsibility and that he can change 

the course of history through his actions – for better or for worse. 

 

II 

At the end of the 1920s, the Spanish cultural philosopher Ortega y Gasset publishes a series of 

newspaper articles. In 1930, he collects them in his book La Rebelión de las Masas – The 

Revolt of the Masses. His social analysis is inspired by his surprise and worry about what he 

considers the paradox of the democratic age. It is the age when society shakes off the yoke of 

tyrant and church, aristocracy and feudalism. Technological progress offers, among other 

things, more freedom of movement, media expand the view of the world and political 



government becomes increasingly democratic. Europe is about to become a free society, 

where boundaries can be overcome, individual liberty is respected, responsibility for one’s 

own fate is implied and the spiritual values of European civilization are cultivated. 

The paradox which Ortega y Gasset observes is that this very historical opportunity is 

rejected by a new type of man, a type which is quickly gaining influence in society: mass-

man. This concept does not refer to a quantity, but to a quality, to a certain state of mind, or 

rather: to a lack of spirit. What is more, mass-man manifests himself in all classes, among the 

poor and the rich, among the educated and the uneducated. In the eyes of Ortega y Gasset, the 

rise – the revolt! – of mass-man poses a direct threat to the values and ideals of liberal 

democracy and European humanism: traditions where the spiritual development of the free 

individual form the basis of a free, open society. But mass-man has a wholly different 

perspective on man and society. Mass-man doesn’t want to be confronted, let alone burdened 

with spiritual values. No measure, value or truth exists which can be imposed upon him, 

which can limit him. For mass-man, life always has to be easy and plentiful; he doesn’t know 

the tragic side of life. Anything goes, for there are no limitations. There is no need for mental 

efforts. Mass-man is satisfied with himself and acts like a spoilt child. He doesn’t need to 

listen, test his own opinion critically, show consideration for others. All this heightens his 

sense of power, his desire to rule. Only he and his kind count; everyone else has to adapt. Of 

course, mass-man is always right and doesn’t need to give reasons. Unskilled, and with no 

intention of acquiring skill in the language of reason, he only knows one language, the 

language of the body: violence. Whatever is different, whatever is outside him cannot exist. 

He himself hates differing from the masses. He adapts – with the comfortable aid of fashion 

where his look, and the mass media where his opinion is concerned. At the same time, he 

can’t and doesn’t want to differentiate. Mass-man doesn’t think. Free from all mental 

exertion, without measure or truth as a compass, he aimlessly wanders through life. To 

compensate for the lack of spiritual balance, he hangs on to the weight of the masses, which 

has to guide him through life. The twentieth-century phenomenon of mass behavior, hypes 

and hysterics (especially surrounding sports events) is not caused by abundance: it is an 

important consequence of the psyche of this highly modern man who is freed from spirit. Fear 

and desire govern the behaviour of the masses. And when those masses rise to power, when 

democracy becomes mass democracy, democracy will cease to exist. 

 Democracy as ‘the government of the people, by the people, for the people’ -- in 

Abraham Lincoln’s famous words -- has always been the ideal of a society where all men are 

free and equal, from which tiranny and barbarism are banned, and where reason, fairness and 



judiciousness rule. It is the realization of the highest ideal of civilization. Mass democracy, 

however, will inevitably result in the opposite of democracy: despotism, lapse of values and 

eventually totalitarianism. At the end of the 1920s, Ortega y Gasset’s analysis shows that it is 

evident to him that the increasing power of mass-man enables the totalitarian movements of 

his day (fascism, nazism, bolshevism) to reach for power soon – and that they will do so. For 

that is the main characteristic of mass-man: in the end, he does not want freedom. 

 Ortega y Gasset was not the only one to understand the urgent need for an analysis of 

the phenomenon of the masses and the rising totalitarian movements. On the day that Hitler is 

welcomed as Leader by a roaring crowd in Vienna, Karl Popper decides to write a book on 

the question why democracy is always vulnerable and totalitarianism a constant seduction. By 

then, Popper no longer lives in the city which greets its new Leader with such enthusiasm. He 

saw what was coming and left on time. 

 In his book The Open Society and Its Enemies (1945), Popper argues that the 

vulnerability of democracy lies in the fact that people prefer the certainty and the unfreedom 

of the closed society to the insecurity and freedom of the open society. The open society does 

not guarantee Great Happiness, it offers no securities, it doesn’t prevent changes from 

occurring; people are responsible for their own existence and they are jointly responsible for 

the cultivation of an ideal of civilization. This is not a perfect society; it does not pretend to be 

perfect and knows it will never reach perfection. Yet it prefers imperfection and freedom to 

sacrificing freedom to the utopian fantasy of a perfect society. And so, the free, open society 

will always be vulnerable to the seductive idea that life will become so much easier and more 

pleasant if insecurities are banned, if others do the thinking for you, so that you don’t have to 

make choice after choice and bear the consequences of those choices, so that you don’t have 

to be responsible. Is an existence not happier when it allows for the dream of Great 

Happiness, when it excludes unanswerable questions, when it lets us be ourselves, or in other 

words, be just like the rest? Never, Popper says,  will the open society be free from the 

longing for a society which promises us the world, but robs us of our freedom. 

 Neither Ortega y Gasset nor Popper are cultural optimists. They see no reason for 

optimism; they don’t believe in a law which governs history, and they consider it a logical 

error to equate technological advance with ‘progress’. What is more, Popper’s analysis of the 

ideas of Hegel and Marx has led him to conclude that  cultural optimism is an ideology with a 

strongly totalitarian component. 

These two thinkers’ concern about political and social developments in the 1920s and 

30s is not inspired by cultural pessimism, however. It is precisely because they are convinced 



that there is no law which determines the course of history, that people are free and 

responsible for their own fate, that they see no possible justification for fatalism, defeatism or 

a deeply rooted mistrust against innovation and change. But they do consider it their 

intellectual duty to be critical, to think about the possible consequences of change and 

development and never to lose sight of la condition humaine. And each of them observes this 

paradox of the democratic age: freedom becomes arbitrariness, arbitrariness gives rise to a 

fear of freedom, and freedom becomes a burden one wants to get rid of. 

It isn’t completely unthinkable that these cultural critics have developed an eye for this 

paradox after reading the famous story by Ivan Karamazov in a late-nineteenth century novel. 

For with a force of argument which can hardly be resisted, and with a great amount of 

historical evidence on his side, it is the ninety-year-old Grand Inquisitor who tells his silent 

prisoner that in the end, freedom is unbearable to man. Man prefers happiness to freedom and 

doesn’t mind being slave to whoever feeds him. Peace, even death are dearer to man than the 

freedom to distinguish between good and evil. What people want, the old man explains, 

basing himself on the experience of a lifetime, are miracle, mystery and authority. When 

robbed of these forces, when made free and responsible for their actions, men will search for 

new leaders, new idols to believe in, to follow and obey, like a desperate herd. 

 

III 

How can we hold on to freedom? 

Ortega y Gasset answers: by practicing spiritual values, by ennobling our spirit.  

Karl Popper answers: critical rationalism. We must dare to have faith in the 

responsibility of people, in the force of reason, in the power of arguments. This rationalism 

recognizes the necessity of criticism and self-criticism. It leaves space for doubt and 

investigation, it requires intellectual integrity and the avoidance of dogmatism: ‘I may be 

wrong and you may be right, and by an effort we may get nearer to the truth.’ The irrational is 

not excluded and imagination is encouraged, but there is a strong conviction that reason, not 

passion or emotion, ought to be the standard by which political and social decisions are taken. 

Milan Kundera – a writer who personally experienced the closed, totalitarian society – 

phrases his answer as follows: we can hold on to freedom by mastering the spirit of the novel. 

Every novel teaches us: ‘Things are more complicated than they seem.’ And it is the spirit of 

the novel which calls on us to resist the ineradicable human habit of instantly and constantly 

judging everyone, of judging before understanding and without understanding. Besides, the 

spirit of the novel contains an element of desecration, offering us humor instead of the divine. 



Humor which reveals the world in its moral ambiguity and demonstrates the relativity of all 

things human. 

The spirit of the novel allows us to hold on to freedom, because in a free society, not 

just one, holy book, but a host of novels is read, just as there cannot be only one absolute 

truth, but there is space for a host of truths and interpretations. A society which wants to turn 

freedom and the spirit of the novel into its foundations forms the opposite of a society which 

privileges what is sacred, the one truth, the one book as the measure of a good society. This 

doesn’t mean that nothing is sacred in a free society. For the same thing occurs in places 

where nothing is sacred and in places where only the sacred matters: terror reigns. But the 

radical choice for freedom is inspired by the awareness that something can only be sacred 

when it is recognized and acknowledged as an absolute value – when it is freely recognized, 

not by any authority. This is the silent prisoner’s answer to the Grand Inquisitor.  

 

 


