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Rustat Conferences 
 

 

 
The Rustat Conferences are an initiative of Jesus College, Cambridge, chaired by 

Professor Robert Mair FREng FRS, Master of Jesus College, and directed by John 

Cornwell.  Th e Rustat Conferences provide an opportunity for decision -makers 

from the frontlines of politics, the civil service, business, the media, and 

education to exchange views on the vital issues of the day with leading 

academics. They were founded in 2009; the theme of the inaugural Rustat 

Conference in May 2009 was The Economic Crisis. 

 

The Rustat Conferences format is a round-table discussion: academic speakers set 

the framework for each session by a brief exposition of points followed by a 

moderated discussion among all invited participants. The meetings are limited to 

around fifty participants.  

 

In addition to acting as a forum for the exchange of views on a range of major 

and global concerns, the Rustat Conferences provide outreach to a wider 

professional, academic and student audience through the publication of reports  

in a variety of media ɬ pdf, ebook, video and audio recordings.  See the Rustat 

Conferences website for more information:  www.rustat.org   

 

The conferences are held at Jesus College, Cambridge, one of the colleges of the 

University of Cambridge, and are named after Tobias Rustat (d.1694), an 

important benefactor of Jesus College and the University. Tobias Rustat is best 

remembered for creating the first fund for the purchase of books for the 

Cambridge University Library . 
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Preface 
 

 

The inaugural Rustat Conference in May 2009 took as its theme The Economic 

Crisis and gathered together a group of leading  economists, politicians and 

leaders from the City, industry, the media and the public sector.  Initially we had 

planned the follow -up conference to focus on the future of capitalism, a subject of 

much debate given the calls for reform of the banking system and regulation.  O n 

reflection however,  it occurred to us that a more vital issue at a needed to be 

addressed:  the future of d emocracy itself, at home and abroad.  The continuing 

global economic crisis, the  conflicts in  Iraq and  Afghanistan,   the crises in  Iran 

and Pakistan,  the prospects for social and political change in  China,  all 

raise  fundamental questions about the  future of democracy in a non -Western 

setting.  At the same time, Britain is experiencing a profound sense of 

disillusionment in its democratic institutions,  with cynicism towards its 

politicians and widespread belief  that parliamentary democracy and 

individual  honesty and transparency have been permanently eroded.     
 

These reflections prompted a host of questions, some of which were tackled in 

this, the second Rusat Conference, on the Future of Democracy: can trust be 

restored in the institutions and individuals re sponsible for governing?   What are 

the prospects and feasible models of democracy for an increasingly globalised 

world?    To what extent does the power of the media and new information 

technologies aid or undermi ne democracy and civil society? 
 

Chaired by the Master of Jesus College, Professor Robert Mair, the second Rustat 

Conference was held on 13 October 2009 and offered an opportunity for 

participants to debate and exchange views on these crucial topics.  The meeting 

ÉÙÖÜÎÏÛɯÛÖÎÌÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàɀÚɯÓÌÈËÐÕÎɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÛÏÌÖÙÐÚÛÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯÎÙÖÜ×ɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ

included philosophers, economists, historians, sociologists, engineers, 

theologians, politicians,  diplomats, civil servants,  journalists, publishers , 

broadcasters, financiers and NGOs. 

 

The lively discussions and debates of this meeting were written up as these 

proceedings by Dr Duncan Kelly, University Lecturer in Political Theory , 

Cambridge University .  All p hotographs are by Tudor Jenkins.  Videos and 

recordings of the conference sessions will be  available in the Rustat Conferences 

Archive on  www.rustat.org .  
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All conference ÚÌÚÚÐÖÕÚɯÈÙÌɯÏÌÓËɯÐÕɯ4××ÌÙɯ'ÈÓÓɯÈ×ÈÙÛɯÍÙÖÔɯÓÜÕÊÏɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ,ÈÚÛÌÙɀÚɯ+ÖËÎÌȭ 

Position papers (10 minutes per speaker) followed by moderated discussion. 

 

Sessions and Speakers:                 
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David Marquand  

 

1.  Democracy in a Globalising World.     Panel (speakers / moderator )      10.00-11.00 

John Keane, John Dunn, Tony Wright  MP (moderator and respondent)  

  

Break ɬ Coffee          11.00-11.15 

 

2.  Rebuilding Trust in Democr acy.   Panel (speakers / moderator)   11.15-12.15 

.ÕÖÙÈɯ.ɀ-ÌÐÓÓ, David Runciman , Richard Wilson (moderator and respondent)  

 

 Lunch ɬ MaÚÛÌÙɀÚɯ+ÖËÎÌȮɯ)ÌÚÜÚɯ"ÖÓÓÌÎÌ      12.15-13.30 

  

3.   Democracy in a non -Western Context.  Panel (speakers / moderator)   13.30-14.20 

Peter Nolan, Ali Ansari , John Dunn (moderator and respondent) 

 

4.  Britain.    Panel (speakers /moderator)      14.20-15.10 

Peter Kellner, Matthew Taylor , Andrew Gamble (moderator), Tony Wright MP (respondent)  

 

Break - Tea         15.10-15.25 

 

5.   Media and Democracy.  Panel (speakers /moderator)     15.25-16.15 

James Curran, John Naughton, Peter Horrocks, Jean Seaton (moderator and respondent) 

 

Final Words and Comments        16.15-16.30 

Andrew Gamble  

 

End                    16.30  
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Conference Proceedings 
 

 

 

 

Opening Words ɬ David Marquand  

 

The conference saw some opening remarks from David Marquand, who stressed 

four theses about the issue of democracy in a globalizing world that it would be 

worth at least considering.  

 

%ÐÙÚÛȮɯÛÏÌɯ$4ɯÈÕËɯÐÛÚɯÙÖÓÌɯÈÚɯÉÖÛÏɯÈÕɯȿÈÎÌÕÛɯÖÍɯËÌÔÖÊÙÈÛÐáÈÛÐÖÕɀȮɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙÓàɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ

context of the recent Lisbon treaty decisions, and in terms of its complex 

ÚÛÙÜÊÛÜÙÈÓɯÐÕÛÌÎÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯȿÍÌËÌÙÈÓɀɯÈÕËɯȿÊÖÕÍÌËÌÙÈÓɀɯÌÓÌÔÌÕÛÚȭɯ$ßÈÔ×ÓÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

former are the Parliament, the Court of Justice, monetary union and the ECB and, 

in some respects, the Commission. Examples of the latter are the Council and the 

remaining role of national governments in fiscal policy, defence, foreign policy 

etc. The net result is a hideously complex governance structure, which hardly any 

European citizens understand. That is the true meaning of the much-touted term 

ȿËÌÔÖÊÙÈÛÐÊɯËÌÍÐÊÐÛɀȭɯ'ÖÞɯÊÈÕɯÖÙɯÞÐÓÓɯÖÙɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÛÏÌɯ$4ɯÌÝÖÓÝÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÓÐÎÏÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÈÛȮɯ

or can such opacity and legitimacy problems continue as they are?  

 

Second, Marquand pointed in general terms to transformations in the 

contemporary modern state, transformations that would continue as themes 

ÛÏÙÖÜÎÏÖÜÛɯ ÛÏÌɯ ËÈàȭɯ 'Ìɯ ÈÓÓÜËÌËɯ ÛÖɯ /ÏÐÓÐ×ɯ !ÖÉÉÐÛɀÚɯ ËÐÚÊÜÚÚÐÖÕɯ ÖÍɯ ÛÏÌɯ

transformation from a warfare to a market state, and reflected upon the 

disintegration of the traditional bargain between state/citizen as reflected in the 

transformed character of the modern army. Arguably, democracy was a product 

of (and at the same time a facilitator of) inter -state warfare in the days of mass 

ÊÖÕÚÊÙÐ×ÛɯÈÙÔÐÌÚȭɯȿ6ÌɯÊÖÕÚÊÙÐ×ÛɯàÖÜȮɯÈÕËɯÔÈàɯÞÌÓÓɯÊÈÜÚÌɯàÖÜɯÛÖɯÓÖÚÌɯàÖÜÙɯÓÐÍÌȭɯ(Õɯ

return you get the chance to change the government in control of the state at 

ÙÌÎÜÓÈÙɯÐÕÛÌÙÝÈÓÚɀȭɯ'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÛÏÌɯÞÌÓÍÈÙÌ-warfar e state is a thing of the past, 

because mass-conscript armies have been replaced by small, professional, and 

essentially mercenary outfits. Thus, traditional state -delivered social welfare is 

under enormous pressure, and we might therefore ask whether the 

disappearance of the traditional welfare/warfare state has made democracy 

redundant.  

 

This leads on to a third thought, concerning the question of leadership in modern 

(or perhaps post-modern) conditions. Has parliamentary democracy of the 

traditional sor t given way to populist democracy, and traditional parliamentary 

leadership to more-or-less cÏÈÙÐÚÔÈÛÐÊȮɯȿÏÌÙÖÐÊɀɯÓÌÈËÌÙÚÏÐ×ȳ Certainly, that seems 
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to be the case in Britain. Lloyd George might be the first illustration of this in the 

UK until Thatcher, bu t perhaps there is a pattern here. Callaghan and Wilson 

ȹÈÙÊÏÌÛà×ÈÓɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓÐÚÛÚȺɯÞÌÙÌɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÈÙÐÚÔÈÛÐÊɯȿÏÌÙÖÐÕÌɀȮɯ3ÏÈÛÊÏÌÙȮɯ

ÈÕËɯÛÏÌÕɯ,ÈÑÖÙɯÞÈÚɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÌËɯÉàɯ!ÓÈÐÙȮɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÊÏÈÙÐÚÔÈÛÐÊɯȿÏÌÙÖɀȭɯ(ÛɯÚÌÌÔÚɯÊÓÌÈÙɯ

that Brown - essentially a Major re-tread - will soon be followed by Cameron, 

who shows all the signs of being another charismatic hero too. And, of course, on 

the other side of the Atlantic, Obama is an absolutely classic charismatic hero, 

following the distinctly non -charismatic Bush, just as the rather flawed 

charismatic hero, Clinton, followed Bush Sr. Whether this is right, Marquand 

affirmed the point that any discussion of the future of democracy must come to 

grips with democratic leadership in the context of what Rhodes has termed a 

ȿÔÈÕÈÎÌËɀɯ×Ö×ÜÓÐÚÔȮɯÖÙɯÐÕɯ,ÈÙØÜÈÕËɀÚɯÎÓÖÚÚɯÈɯȿÔÈÕÐ×ÜÓÈÛÌËɯ×Ö×ÜÓÐÚÔɀȭɯ(ÕËÌÌËȮɯ

if this is a correct diagnosis, then it might mean that debates about constitutional 

or parliamentary reform rather miss the point, or in his phrase, could simply be 

ȿÚ×ÐÛÛÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÞÐÕËɀȭɯ 

 

Finally, there is the large-scale and structural problem of how democratic 

equality can be aligned, or justified, with the massive economic inequality of our 

globalized world. For although few pioneers of democratic struggle (the 

Levellers, Paine, Mill on socialism) believed in complete equality, they did agree 

ÛÏÈÛɯȿÐÕÖÙËÐÕÈÛÌɯÔÈÙÒÌÛɯ×ÖÞÌÙɀɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯȿÌÕÌÔàɯÖÍɯËÌÔÖÊÙÈÛÐÊɯÚÌÓÍ-ÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɀȮɯ

and this was something like a consensus from 1945-1980. The Gini co-efficient 

leapt up under Thatcher, stabili zed somewhat under Major, and continue(s) to 

rise under Blair and now Brown.  

  

 

Session 1 Democracy in a Globalising World  

 

Speakers John Keane and John Dunn  

Moderator  Tony Wright  

 

From this beginning, John Keane proposed that the recent Westminster 

parliament  expenses scandal highlighted immediately the importance of 

ÙÌÛÏÐÕÒÐÕÎɯÊÖÕÛÌÔ×ÖÙÈÙàɯËÌÔÖÊÙÈÊàȭɯ!ÐËËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯȿÐÕÑÌÊÛɯÚÖÔÌɯÐÕÊÖÏÌÙÌÕÊÌɀȮɯ*ÌÈÕÌɯ

offered his own four theses, based on an appreciation of democracy as requiring a 

leap of the imagination, or a gestalt switch , in cultural meaning. This could show 

how out of kilter contemporary theories of democracy are given present global 

realities.  

 

%ÐÙÚÛȮɯÛÏÌɯȿÐÕËÐÎÌÕÐáÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯËÌÔÖÊÙÈÊàɀȮɯÐÛÚɯÙÖÖÛÌËÕÌÚÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯÊÖÕÛÌßÛÚɯÐÕɯ

which such ideas are made manifest. How ÊÈÕɯ Ûà×ÐÊÈÓÓàɯ ȿÞÌÚÛÌÙÕɀɯ ÛÏÌÖÙÐÌÚɯ

ÈËÌØÜÈÛÌÓàɯËÌÈÓɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÐÚɯȹÐÕËÌÌËȮɯÞÌɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÓÖÚÌɯÛÏÌɯȿ×ÌÛɯáÖÔÉÐÌɯÛÌÙÔɀɯÓÐÉÌÙÈÓɯ
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democracy completely), or can they learn from the ideas of democracy that are 

mutating and evolving in, say, India, Taiwan, the Pacific Islands , and so forth?  

 

%ÙÖÔɯ ÛÏÐÚɯ Èɯ ÚÌÊÖÕËɯ ÊÓÈÐÔɯ ÊÖÕÊÌÙÕÌËɯ ÛÏÌɯ ÙÐÚÌɯ ÖÍɯ ȿÔÖÕÐÛÖÙàɀɯ ËÌÔÖÊÙÈÊàȮɯ Èɯ

ÍÜÕËÈÔÌÕÛÈÓɯÛÙÈÕÚÍÖÙÔÈÛÐÖÕɯÚÐÕÊÌɯƕƝƘƙȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÏÈÚɯÚÌÕÛɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯȿÝÐÙÈÓɀȭɯ3ÏÐÚɯÏÈÚɯ

brought forth a host of new monitoring agencies, which seems to explain 

something about the weaknesses of democracy.  

 

Third, we should consider the how, if at all, the biosphere can itself be 

ȿÙÌ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛÌËɀɯÈÕËɯÎÐÝÌÕɯÛÏÌɯÝÖÐÊÌɯÐÛɯÊÜÙÙÌÕÛÓàɯÓÈÊÒÚȭɯ"ÈÕɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯËÌÈÓɯÞÐÛÏɯÚÜÊÏɯ

ȿÜÕÐÕÛÌÕËÌËɯÊÖÕÚÌØÜÌÕÊÌÚɀɯÈÚɯÎÓÖÉÈÓɯÞÈÙÔÐÕÎȳɯ 

 

Finally, the question of cross-border democracy was raised, and whether 

mechanisms of supranational accountability are likely or viable in these contexts.  

 

(ÕɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕÚÌȮɯ)ÖÏÕɯ#ÜÕÕɯÉÌÎÈÕɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯȿ×ÌËÈÕÛÐÊɀɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÞÏÈÛɯÞÌɯÛÏÐÕÒɯÞÌɯ

are talking about when we talk about demo cracy, as word, idea, or state form. If 

the first is conceptually understandable but limited, the second is nebulous, so 

the third might offer more promise. Claiming that whatever happened to modern 

democracy, it was unlikely that the dynamism or otherwise  of the EU would 

have much of a say in it. The paradox of our situation seems to be that a relatively 

weak institutional form has been able to take the weight of such a heavy 

ÊÖÕÊÌ×ÛÜÈÓɯÓÖÈËɯÍÖÙɯÚÖɯÓÖÕÎȭɯ%ÜÙÛÏÌÙÔÖÙÌȮɯ#ÜÕÕɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÍɯ,ÈÙØÜÈÕËɀÚɯ

thesis about populism held, it was surely best personified best in Italy under 

Berlusconi. Focusing therefore on the transformations in the modern 

representative state, particularly in the past half century, Dunn suggested that the 

complexity of the relationshi p between representation and the increased 

professionalization of politics led to a serious weakness of managerial capacity 

and ability, but which manifested itself in ways that nobody really understands. 

The credit crisis was but one illustration of this.   

 

This prompted the question of whether it was even possible politically to re -

establish any sense of control over the distribution of property rights, in order to 

prevent irreparable resentment between persons. Transparency mechanisms of a 

ȿÔÖÕÐÛÖÙàɀɯÚÖÙt are little more than band -aids to a deeper wound, he suggested. 

To this, Tony Wright responded that democracy should rather be seen as a 

shorthand, with a bundle of attributes attached, whose nature we fill in through 

the activities of politics. Equally,  in a theme he would  return to later on  

ÊÖÕÊÌÙÕÐÕÎɯÈÕɯÈ××ÈÙÌÕÛɯȿÊÙÐÚÐÚɀɯÐÕɯÖÜÙɯÊÐÝÐÊɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÌȮɯ6ÙÐÎÏÛɯÊÓÈÐÔÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯ

were simply cycles in politics, whereby  demands for transparency create regimes 

in wh ich people get accustomed to information,  with that information they seek 

to change politics, and changed politics then requires new mechanisms of control 

and so forth.  
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3ÏÌɯ×ÙÖÉÓÌÔɯÛÖËÈàɯÐÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÈɯȿÕÌÞɯÞÈàɯÖÍɯËÖÐÕÎɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɀɯÏÈÚɯÕÖÛɯÉÌÌÕɯÍÖÜÕËȮɯÉÜÛɯ

our mechanisms and procedures and norms are still much the same as they had 

been for a long time. His own constituency had changed out of all recognition, 

ÉÜÛɯÛÏÌɯÞÈàÚɯÖÍɯÖ×ÌÙÈÛÐÕÎɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓÓàɯÏÈËÕɀÛɯÊÈÜÎÏÛɯÜ×ȮɯÚÖɯ×ÌÙÏÈ×ÚɯÈɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯ

transformation in thinking about democracy is required, which could r elate back 

ÛÖɯ *ÌÈÕÌɀÚɯ ÈÊÊÖÜÕÛɯ ÖÍɯ ËÌÔÖÊÙÈÊàɯ ÈÚɯ ÊÜÓÛÜÙÌɯ ÐÛÚÌÓÍȭɯ (ÕËÌÌËȮɯ ÖÕÌɯ ÔÐÎÏÛɯ ÕÖÛÌɯ

parenthetically the deep roots (in America at least) of such ideas in the work of 

writers like Emerson and Thoreau, which many scholars (e.g. Cavell, Kateb) have 

resuscitated in recent memory. 

 

Perhaps though this was all-too-simplistic and fatalistic. Peter Kellner asked us to 

ÉÌɯÈɯÓÐÛÛÓÌɯÔÖÙÌɯÚÈÕÎÜÐÕÌɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÛÏÌɯȿÎÖÖËÚɀɯÖÍɯËÌÔÖÊÙÈÊàɯÚÐÕÊÌɯÛÏÌɯÞÈÙȮɯÚÜÊÏɯÛÏÈÛɯ

ÐÍɯÖÕÌɯÞÌÙÌɯÛÖɯÈÚÒɯÛÏÌɯÏà×ÖÛÏÌÛÐÊÈÓɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÖÕÌɀÚɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɯÈÕËɯgrandparents, 

for example, who fought fascism, Nazism and Stalinism, whether our situation 

ÞÈÚÕɀÛɯ Èɯ ÔÈÑÖÙɯ ÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌÔÌÕÛɯ ÐÕɯ ÛÌÙÔÚɯ ÖÍɯ ËÌÔÖÊÙÈÊàȮɯ ÞÌɯ ÔÐÎÏÛɯ ÎÌÛɯ ÙÈÛÏÌÙɯ

different answers than the academic scepticism around the table here. Also, he 

then asked, wasnɀÛɯÛÏÌɯÙÐÎÏÛɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈÚÒÐÕÎɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÏÖÞɯÎÓÖÉÈÓɯÐÕÚÛÐÛÜÛÐÖÕÚɯ

might counterbalance huge inequalities, the likes of which Dunn had talked 

about previously?  

 

The question of indigenization was raised in acute form by Montu Saxena, who 

posed the issue of colonialism and its legacy for thinking about democracy. Given 

the historical specificity of Western ideas of democracy, and of the obvious 

problems raised by and for this concept in its forced imposition onto colonial 

societies, Western democracy might simply continue to provide a rather easy 

justification for continued domination. That focus on India was taken up by 

Christopher Catherwood, who thought the rise of democracy in India was 

ÜÓÛÐÔÈÛÌÓàɯÛÏÌɯÚÖÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÙÐÜÔ×ÏɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÙÖÝÌËɯ"ÏÜÙÊÏÐÓÓɀÚɯÞÖÙÙÐÌÚɯÈÉÖÜÛɯËemocracy 

wrong.  

 

John Jenkins agreed with Peter Kellner that the concept was powerful yet 

unstable, and asked us to think about the question of institutionalization once 

more; for example, in the Middle East democracy might be best understood as a 

challenge to extant power, given the relative lack of intermediary institutions to 

uphold the rule of law. Again, one might also note here in parenthesis that this 

was precisely the question posed long ago by Montesquieu, but in relation to 

England. Such intermediary institutions (which many now think England lacks), 

which prevented it from becoming the most enslaved nation on earth, and we 

might wonder whether this account still holds.  

 

Others like Michael Banner brought the debate around to the problem of 

disint erest and disengagement with politics on the part of the young, noting that 

for the many Balliol old -boys (and they were boys) around the table there used to 
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be an easy understanding of democracy, which could be brought out to criticize 

aberrant or abhorrent rulers all over the place in the common rooms and debating 

ÚÖÊÐÌÛÐÌÚȭɯ!ÜÛɯÛÏÌɯÒÐËÚɯÈÙÌÕɀÛɯÓÐÒÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÕàɯÔÖÙÌȮɯÌÐÛÏÌÙɯÐÕɯÛÌÙÔÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÜÚÌɯÖÍɯ

ȿËÌÔÖÊÙÈÊàɀɯÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÞÖÙÓËɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚȮɯÉÜÛɯwhy not is not an easy 

question to answer? Perhaps it is beÊÈÜÚÌɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯrespond well or fit 

within the parameters of modern engagement, whether in single -issue or social 

network style interactions.  

 

!ÙÈÕËÖÕɯ#ÈÝÐÌÚɯÞÖÕËÌÙÌËɯÞÏÈÛɯȿËÐÙÌÊÛɯËÌÔÖÊÙÈÊàɀɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÖÍÍÌÙɯÏÌÙÌɯÐÕɯÛÌÙÔÚɯÖÍɯ

overcoming the limitations  of national politics, whilst Pier Luigi Porta reminded 

us of the centrality of the market in structuring all these questions. Meanwhile, 

Jean Seaton changed the angle of vision, suggesting that the illustration of mild-

mannered literary festivals showed a  demand and interest in political 

engagement, so she remained hopeful about the future of argument about 

politics, but worried that the language associated with democracy (such as that of 

ȿÏÜÔÈÕɯÙÐÎÏÛÚɀȺɯ×ÌÙÏÈ×ÚɯÔÌÈÕÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÌÙÌɯȿÛÖÖɯÔÈÕàɯÈËËÐÛÐÝÌÚɀɯÍÖÙɯÜÚ to cope 

with.  

  

In response to the challenges posed to their arguments, Keane and Dunn 

responded in kind. Keane claimed that pseudo-triumphalist stories (such as those 

ÚÒÌÛÊÏÌËɯÉàɯ%ÜÒÜàÈÔÈɯÈÕËɯ'ÜÕÛÐÕÎÛÖÕȺɯÞÌÙÌɯÊÓÌÈÙÓàɯÞÙÖÕÎȮɯÉÜÛɯÛÏÈÛɯȹÓÐÒÌɯ$ÊÖɀÚɯ

parable of Kant and the Platypus) we lacked terms for thinking through the 

transformations we are subject to. India, he thought, was the land that a new 

Tocqeuville would seek out  as a model of the democratic future, and he defended 

his concept of a monitory democracy as a sphere of engagement that had grown 

historically  both inadvertently and outside of the spheres of traditional politics. 

Second, he talked again of populism, but in response to Marquand thought that 

all democracies had always faced this issue, whether in ancient Greek form as a 

worry about democracy and demagoguery, or other modern forms of mass -

control, like those exercised through Robespierre or Hitler. This concern was its 

ȿÈÜÛÖ-ÐÔÔÜÕÌɯËÐÚÌÈÚÌɀȭɯ4ÕÓÐÒÌɯ#ÜÕÕȮɯÏÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯÓÐÕÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÏÐÚɯÙÌÑÌÊÛÐon of 

the terminology of liberal democracy, Keane proposed a de-coupling of the 

territorial state/representative democracy compound. In response, Dunn 

forcefully argued that although India might be a mass -democracy, it was still the 

case that corruption enÚÜÙÌËɯÛÏÌɯÌÓÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÔÈÕàɯÊÙÐÔÐÕÈÓÚȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÞÈÚÕɀÛɯÈÛɯ

all obvious that this was either a real or desired future. Thus, although 

indige nization matters, the real question to ask (so far avoided he thought) was 

whether democracy in the state form we do  have, is on balance favoured or not, 

and why, under conditions of globalization. There was little consensus overall, 

but certainly a range of questions opened a conversation that led into session two, 

ÜÕËÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÏÌÈËÐÕÎɯÖÍɯȿ1ÌÉÜÐÓËÐÕÎɯ3ÙÜÚÛɯÐÕɯ#ÌÔÖÊÙÈÊàɀȭ 
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Session 2 Rebuilding Trust in Democracy  

 

Speakers Onora OɀNeill, David Runciman  

Moderator  Richard Wilson  

 

1ÐÊÏÈÙËɯ6ÐÓÚÖÕɯÖ×ÌÕÌËɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÚÚÐÖÕȮɯÞÐÛÏɯ.ÕÖÙÈɯ.ɀ-ÌÐÓÓɯÈÕËɯ#ÈÝÐËɯ1ÜÕÊÐÔÈÕɯ

talking first. And rather like the way in which Dunn asked us what we really 

ÔÌÈÕɯÉàɯËÌÔÖÊÙÈÊàȮɯ.ɀ-ÌÐÓÓɯÈÚÒÌËɯÞÏÌÛÏÌÙɯÞÌɯÊÖÜÓËɯÛÈÓÒɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÛrust at all in this 

context, and that she would favour rejecting trust (in line actually with much 

academic literature on this topic) and looking at trustworthiness in democracy 

more generally. Trust can only come from trustworthiness, and if it is forced,  then 

its both meaningless and counterproductive. This was, in fact, a major problem in 

the new regimes of accountability under which many public services have to 

Ö×ÌÙÈÛÌȰɯÚÜÊÏɯȿÚÛÜ×ÐËɯÈÊÊÖÜÕÛÈÉÐÓÐÛàɀɯÈÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȮɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯÚÌÙÝÐÊÌÚȮɯÈÕËɯ

the NHS wor k towards can often decrease efficiency and effectiveness, as well as 

fail to provide the increased confidence (or trust) that they are designed to 

achieve. Thus, the supposed remedy to a problem of trust is meliorist ɬ one 

advances new methods of accountability ɬ but the problem is that such 

ÔÌÓÐÖÙÈÛÐÖÕɯ ÐÚɯ ÜÕËÌÙÛÈÒÌÕɤ×ÙÖÝÐËÌËɯ Éàɯ ȿÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛÌËɯ ×ÈÙÛÐÌÚɀȮɯ ÚÖɯ ÛÏÈÛɯ ÐÛɀÚɯ ÕÖÛɯ

undertaken without an agenda already. Therefore we should seek to think about 

the conceptual movement from trustworthiness :accountability:tru st. But even 

in so doing we would see that, say, from 1980-2000, new mechanisms of 

ÈÊÊÖÜÕÛÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÉÌɯÝÐÌÞÌËɯÈÚɯÈɯÚÜÊÊÌÚÚɯÐÕɯÛÌÙÔÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÙÐÚÌɯÖÍɯȿÔÖÕÐÛÖÙàɀɯ

democracy, but now they were clearly a failure. One reason for this is a failure in 

terms of information, and that in fact new institutions are often less obviously 

accountable than traditional representative -democratic institutions. And, 

relatedly, this has to do with questions of control; accountability might be seen in 

this context as something like a positional good, where we trust those whom we 

feel we have some control over, and who are somehow beholden to us. The 

commercial analogy here might therefore actually work. Thus, Marks & Spencer, 

for instance, with a no-questions-asked refund policy , generates something like 

trust, because it appeals to something deep in our psychology. 

 

In turn, David Runciman combined an historical narrative with a conceptual 

point about the limitations of thinking about trust in democracy. Conceptually, 

the question of trust in politics could be delineated with reference to whether we 

give our representatives freedom to act, or whether we want to focus attention on 

their actions in order to hold them very strictly to account. This thesis runs hand 

in hand with the historical claim that there are cycles of economics/politics that 

can be delineated, such that booms and bubbles burst and crises might ensue, but 

that this might highlight how trust is formed; i.e. with crisis comes mistrust, and 

from mistrust we might be  able to rebuild trust again . Perhaps the award of the 

Nobel peace prize to Obama recentlàɯÙÌÈÓÓàɯÐÚɯȿÊÓÈÚÚÐÊɯÉÜÉÉÓÌɯÉÌÏÈÝÐÖÜÙɀȭɯ(ÕËÌÌËȮɯ
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maybe we do have to wait for things to really bottom out before trust can be 

restored (think of the transformation between 1918-1919; or the recent claims by 

market analysts that there will have to be blood o n the streets before recovery can 

commence).  In this sense, democracy has two main components. First, it requires 

losers to accept their losses, and with good grace (which in itself might say 

something about the particular psychology required for democrac y to be a 

success). Second, and relatedly, the losers have to think the game is worth 

defending/being bothered about, which is a real problem in an age of civic and 

political disengagement. Therefore, we might look to political forms that can 

bridge the gap, and perhaps parties could help here. Paradoxically, this would 

only work if they become more, not less, partisan, for partisanship divides but 

simultaneously strengthens political attachments and more general claims to the 

validity of a democratic proce duralism. Now, it might well be the case that 

hoping to strengthen traditional parties is utopian, and it might be that one 

possible proposal that could strengthen democracy, namely Europe-wide 

political parties, is more utopian still, but it might neverth eless be a plausible 

answer to the problem. Perhaps where there is greatest mistrust (the EU) there is 

scope for trust to be re-ignited; imagine a Europe of citizens electing by plebiscite 

a new President. That would force parties to re-align themselves and focus, in 

order to pursue the election of someone who they actually wanted. This could 

then help re-engage an apathetic citizenry. As Runciman noted, this is all of 

course utopian, but it could also be true, which is of course an interesting point 

about political analysis in general.  

 

 

 

 
Left to right:   Baroness OɀNeill  of Bengarve, Lord Wilson of Dinton,   

Dr David Runciman , Professor David Marquand  

 




