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DEMOCRACY 

 

Democracy means ‘Rule by the people’. The meaning of the people and of rule is far from 

straightforward. And delimiting the scope of rule and the identity of the people are 

intrinsically geographical processes. Since the eighteenth-century, the normative 

assumption of much democratic theory has been that the people, or demos, is 

coterminous with the identity of the nation; and that the territorially bounded nation-state 

is the primary agent of democratic rule and subject of democratic legitimacy.     

 

Research on democracy in geography falls into two broad areas: research in electoral 

geography which investigates the mechanisms of liberal representative democracy; and 

research in critical human geography that focuses on alternatives sites and spaces of 

democracy.  

 

Electoral Geographies of Liberal-Representative Democracy  

Liberal democracy refers to forms of institutionalised popular representation, involving 

periodic mass election of representatives to authoritative legislatures, under conditions of 

free speech and association. This model of democracy is unevenly developed in the West, 

and presented as the ideal to be emulated, when not imposed, in other parts of the world. 

Electoral geography focuses on how the mechanisms of representative politics are 

spatially organised in liberal democracies. This field maps the spatial distribution of 

votes, explains the context-specific factors affecting voting behaviour, and explains how 
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the spatial organisation of electoral systems effects how votes are translated into 

representative majorities in liberal democracies. Research on electoral processes has also 

broadened out to include the geographies of campaigning, party-formation, and political 

communication. It has also focussed on processes of democratization. The so-called 

‘diffusion of democracy’ as a global form of governance since the late 1980s has followed 

in the wake of the collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe, political transitions away 

from authoritarianism in Latin America, Africa and Asia, and the application of norms of 

democratic governance in the geopolitics of Western international financial policy, trade 

negotiations, and military engagements. Geographers have investigated whether the 

adoption of democratic forms of governance can be accounted for by specifically 

geographical factors. They have also critically assessed the theoretical assumptions and 

the practical devices through which liberal forms of electoral democracy have been 

circulated as the global norm.  

 

Critical Geographies of Democracy 

Democracy has only recently become an explicit object of concern in critical human 

geography. Recent work in this tradition searches for the signs of alternative 

understandings of radical democracy in the fractures and margins of liberal-

representative polities. This work defines democracy as more than a set of procedures for 

legitimizing the decisions of centralised bureaucracies and holding elected representatives 

accountable. Radical democracy is understood to be a process of ongoing contestation, in 

which the objects and subjects of politics are constantly redefined. Radical democracy 

holds to an alternative sense of ‘democratization’, understood not as the geographical 

diffusion of established norms of democracy, but as the deepening of democratic 

impulses and their extension of new arenas of everyday life. Radical democracy also 

opens up to scrutiny the role of all sorts of social and cultural practices in sustaining or 
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undermining a broader democratic culture through their contribution to the quality of 

the public sphere.  

 

 

 

Geographers working on radical democracy tend to be suspicious of the normative value 

ascribed to the nation-state in liberal democratic theory, and practice. There is a 

burgeoning literature which focuses on the city as the privileged scene for realising the 

possibilities of radical democracy. However, this work easily falls into the trap of 

assuming that sub-national scales of governance are somehow more democratic by virtue 

of being closer to people’s everyday concerns. There is also increasing attention given to 

emergent forms of transnational democracy. This work focuses on whether systems of 

globalised economic and political governance can be subordinated to democratic 

oversight. Settled assumptions about the objects of democratic decision-making are 

challenged by the proliferation of non-territorial concerns, such as global climate change, 

pandemic disease, and integrated transnational financial markets. These sorts of issues 

throw into relief the limitations of territorialized models of democratic representation  

 

Theorisizing Democracy Geographically 

To date, geographers have largely relied on normative theories of democracy drawn from 

other fields, of political science, political theory, and political philosophy. They have 

applied and assessed these theories empirically, and they have often argued that they 

suffer from inadequately complex understandings of space, place, and scale. The 

challenge presented by David Slater, of developing a geographically informed 

conceptualisation of democratic politics that can talk back to these disciplines, has 
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proven a harder task to fulfil. There are three aspects to an agenda for theorising 

democracy geographically that would respond to this challenge:  

 

1). A charitable interpretation of the imaginary geographies of democratic theory. 

Rather than castigate other disciplines for not holding to the spatial concepts that 

geographers have perfected, this agenda would be sensitive to the analytical and 

normative problems that democratic theorists are articulating when they have recourse 

to what, from geographers’ perspective, appear to be rather stylized understandings 

of, for example, globalization, borders, or the transnational. For example, discussion 

of geographical boundaries serve the function of framing the problem of how to 

translate broadly diffused processes of opinion-formation into legitimate and effective 

forms of will-formation; or appeals to the value of the nation-state form serve as the 

frame through which to reflect on the qualities of social solidarity associated with 

democracy. If geographers aim to contribute to debates in democratic theory, then 

they must do more than simply point out the limitations of these spatial ‘metaphors’ 

while not addressing the analytical and normative problems at stake.  

 

2). A diagnostic investigation of the types of influence to which particular fields of 

power are susceptible. A key issue in any democratic is whether the forms of 

‘influence’ that can be generated in the civil society and the public sphere can or 

should be articulated with the institutionalized ‘exercise’ of power. Analysis of the 

‘steering media’ through which different fields of practice are coordinated can 

provide resources for an analysis of the forms of influence that different practices 

might be susceptible too, the forms of contention and grievance they generate, and the 

type of democratic politics that might be expected to emerge around them. It is here 
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that geographers’ sensitivity to the differential spatio-temporal constitution of fields 

of power, added to an appreciation of the differential validity claims enacted by these 

formations, might contribute to broader projects of theorizing democratic futures.  

 

3). A parasitical analysis of the ordinary deployment of normative concepts of 

democracy in political processes. This sort of parasitical analysis would focus on how 

democratic norms are invoked in new contexts in the course of ongoing political 

contestation; it would track the routes through which democratic practices circulate, 

and the conjunctures that account for their articulation in particular contexts. By 

focusing on the contestation of democratic norms in historical-geographical contexts 

of application, such an analysis would help to disclose what values are invoked, and 

what harms or concerns are motivating different actors, when recourse is made to the 

discourses and devices of democracy. This style of analysis would be context 

sensitive but attuned to processes of translation through which democratic practices 

travel; it would be attuned to different understandings of what democracy is good for; 

it would be sensitive to the articulation of democratic practices with non-democratic 

practices of bureaucracy, violence, patriarchy and so on; and it would be sensitive to 

the ways in which new meanings accrete to ‘democracy’ in this process of translation 

and contested application.  

 

This programme for geographical research on democracy does not abandon the 

normative dimension of democratic theory. The mobility of democratic practices 

suggests that the devices through which different imperatives of democratic rule are 

enacted can be combined, adapted and re-ordered in different geographical contexts. 

As a consequence, the values enacted through these devices – the ways in which 
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interests are represented, conflicts resolved, participation practised, accountability 

enforced – might be highly variable between different geographical contexts. 

Acknowledging that democracy collects together a series of values -  including liberty 

and equality, participation and publicity, accountability and accommodation, 

contingency, contestation, and consensus, responsibility and representation – suggests 

that critical attention should focus on the ways in which particular claims to 

instantiate democracy advance certain values over others. Judgement over the validity 

of any such combination will, no doubt, remain open to further contestation.  

 

Clive Barnett 

 

See also: Citizenship; Civil society; Electoral geography; Political geography; 

Redistricting; Social justice; Social movements; Territory.  
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