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1. The question of democracy in the stranglehold of the dichotomy of essentialism and 

relativism 

In a democracy the majority decides. But why should we favor this form of politcal rule over any 

other? Does the majority decide because – to take up Hans Kelsen’s famous comparison be-

tween democracy and the trial of Jesus – like Pilate, we do not know what the truth is?1 Is de-

mocracy merely the institutional expression of this deficit at the level of political organization? 

And furthermore: does the idea of democracy then only make sense on the assumption of rela-

tivism? Is democracy just the consequence of an empirical relativism in the political form of rule? 

It is characteristic of the most subtle of democracy’s despisers to answer yes to these questions.  

Thus the challenge, in the matter of democracy, is whether it is possible to develop an under-

standing of democracy than can escape the stranglehold of this dichotomy between metaphysi-

cal essentialism and resignative relativism. If we could succeed in finding reasons that break this 

spell, the idea of democracy would take on more rationality acceptability and thus more reason-

ableness. In what follows I will offer a few such reasons and try to use them to mount a philoso-

phical defense of democracy against the most subtle of its despisers.  

It seems crucial, to me, to begin (a) by leaving behind the entire picture of the space of the politi-

cal and the form of the political system as a space of truth and knowledge. Rather, the space 

and the order of the political should be understood as a space and order of opinions and beliefs.  

It is important (b) that the space or the order of opinions and beliefs is not to be overcome for the 

sake of achieving an order of knowledge and truth (in the extreme case: perfect knowledge and 

truth). Rather, the space of the political is to be recognized and affirmed as a space of opinions 

and beliefs.   

In addition I would like to stress the following points. As finite minds we always think and act 

according to human dimensions and never according to divine dimensions. Thus we are cut off 

from the possession of definitive and generally valid truths, not just contingently but systemati-

cally. This has consequences for the conception and justifiability of ethics and the political. For 

me, it is precisely this insight into our finite nature that forms the starting point (a) for a pluralistic 

and perspectivistic ethics of intersubjectivity (between individuals as well as between societies 

and cultures) and (b) for laying a philosophical foundation for democracy beyond the traditional 

dichotomy between essentialism, or the claim to absoluteness,  and relativism.  

It is of crucial importance to leave behind the dichotomy between essentialism and relativism as 

a whole – not just to take up a position within this dichotomy. I find this transition to be evident 

and necessary not just in theory (e.g. in the sciences) but also in the field of the ethical and the 

political. This would then allow us to approach the two core problems of the theory of democracy 

(namely: the relation between freedom and equality, and the compatibility of freedom with legal 

coercion from the state) such that – this is my further thesis – resolving these problems would no 

                                                      

1 H. Kelsen: Vom Wesen und Wert der Demokratie. 
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longer have self-destructive consequences for the idea of a liberal democracy but on the con-

trary would guarantee freedom.  

 

2. A material ethics of values and the political? 

The idea of a material ethics of values and the political is untenable under a critical point of view. 

Any attempt at this sort of ethics would have to provide a criterion of content that is at the same 

time universal. All efforts in this direction are doomed to fail. On my view this failure mirrors the 

nonsensicality of a universal, material criterion of truth, as Kant showed us: we cannot have 

moral maxims and laws at the same time that are at once both material and universal.2 Any act 

or omission that is materially appropriate in a certain situation could fail to be appropriate in a 

different situation. Anything that serves as a great material good for one person (e.g. the pursuit 

of wealth) might in some circumstances not be a good at all for a different person. Thus we will 

never succeed in finding any universal principles, i.e. principles with specific material content, 

that we can hold up as general and universally valid, i.e. universalizable principles.   

It is impossible to select specific material goods and principles such that they also become a 

generally valid and universal law for individuals, societies and cultures. Only theocracies claim 

that we can and must see certain material obligations as universal laws and follow them accord-

ingly. A critical attitude rules this out as a real possibility for us. It depends on the assumption 

that individual persons, groups, institutions, societies or cultures can be ‘in possession of ulti-

mate, definitive and generally valid truth(s)’. It is just this dogmatic pre-supposition that cannot 

be redeemed undogmatically, since any such insight into the truth would necessarily be subject 

to the conditions of the epistemic situation of finite minds. Our epistemic situation is such that 

even if someone had in fact come into possession of the final and ultimate axiology through God 

or the gods, we would not be compelled to believe it. For us finite minds, thought and action can 

only occur within human dimensions, not within godly dimensions.  

That there can never be a definitive and generally valid ethics of the political can also be seen as 

the result developed by moral and political skepticism.3 The force of skepticism favors the idea 

of democracy. The fact that democracy cannot be justified by any eschatological final and quasi-

axiomatic authority is no longer a deficiency of the idea of democracy but rather a normative 

force in itself. This goes hand-in-hand with the change in the architectonics of the philosophical 

problem, as described above, where the space and the order of the political is no longer seen as 

a space or an order of truth and knowledge but rather as an order of opinions and beliefs.  

Both points (that there can be no material ethics of values and the political, and that the order of 

the political is an order of opinions and beliefs) have direct consequences for the status of de-

                                                      

2 Kant: Kritik der reinen Vernunft, B 82 ff.  
3 On internal and radical (but not absolute and terminable) skepticism cf. Abel: Interpretationswelten, l.c., 

1993, passim.  
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mocracy as a form of rule. Democracy does not simply represent another essentialist form of 

rule. It is not ‘the only metaphysically serious answer’ to the question of the form of political rule. 

It is more of a procedural ideal, I would say, than an essentialist ideal, or to put it in Kantian 

terms it is a “regulative idea”.  

Thus my aim here is not to offer a new fundamental justification of the idea of democracy or to 

derive its validity from some ultimate ground. The strength of the critical idea of democracy is 

precisely that it does not embody any essentialism about the political order and the form of rule 

and yet does not lead to an (empirical) relativism of arbitrariness. The point that I am getting at 

here is that democracy as a form of rule is neither adequately described within the dichotomy 

between essentialism and relativism, nor can it simply be reduced to Winston Churchill’s famous 

pronouncement:  "Democracy is the worst form of government, except for all those other forms 

that have been tried from time to time.“ Rather, the point is that we do not have to keep maneu-

vering within this older picture. We can take a position beyond this scenario. This strikes me as 

an important point, especially under today’s conditions of globalization and interculturality.  

There is another, eminently practical reason why, in the matter of democracy, we by no means 

end up in a simple relativism of arbitrariness. It is characteristic of democracy that the perspecti-

val processes of discussion and interpretation that could be interminable in principle all have to 

come to an end under the pressure of time and the need to make a decision. In a democracy 

decisions are made by the persons and institutions that the legal order authorizes to make deci-

sions (and to close the chains of discussion and interpretation), e.g. by a parliament or a judge 

coming to a decision or a sentence. The chains of discussion and interpretation must have a 

termination in practice in order to be able to enter into the sphere of action and judgment at all.  

Of course to stress this point is not by any means to hollow out the idea of democracy. Yet it 

draws our attention to one of its integral components, one which is sometimes left out of the 

theoretical debates. The fundamental openness and interminability of the processes of perspec-

tivity and interpretation needs to be seen together with the pragmatic and practical necessity of 

terminating these chains of interest, perspective, argumentation and interpretation and coming to 

a decision. Democracy should not be misunderstood as an event of interpretation ‘without end’. 

The sort of openness that is indispensable for democracy concerns the maintenance of the rela-

tions of perspectivity and interpretativity as such. Yet this should not be confused with endless 

discussions without decision.  As it concerns the interests and interpretations that actually arise 

and that, as experience shows, can be quite reckless, despotic and totalitarian, the termination 

or restraint of particular perspectives and interpretation – or particular interests – is of cardinal 

importance.  
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3. Morality and law 

(i) The role of law.  -  The context we have been describing makes clear the important role of law 

as distinct from morality. We have seen that a perspectivist and interpretationist ethics of inter-

subjectivity (between individuals as well as between societies and cultures) corresponds at the 

level of the political system with a liberal, egalitarian and pluralist democracy. Now this brings us 

to the character of the legal state, the constitutional democracy. The law formulates rules that 

organize our public and shared human life together. The role of law in creating peace and justice 

is primarily exercised in preventing a particular ought of individual persons, groups or institutions 

from setting up the beliefs that characterize their particular understanding of self and the world 

as generally valid and from enforcing and legitimating them.  

Each one of us has ‘final reasons’ that guide us in our attitudes and actions. Yet these individual 

‘final reasons’ may not be conflated with the idea of final justification. This would amount to the 

end of the irreducibly free, equal and plural relations of perspectivity and interpretation. Thus a 

trans-subjective perspectival and interpretational ethics is critical towards the idea of moral-

political rule. Political believers or political faith are not the solution to the problem but a compo-

nent part of the problem. By ‘political faith’ I mean the attitude that sees it as normatively binding 

and imperative that one ‘should’ provide those other persons, groups and institutions (and in the 

extreme case even all people) who do not share my or our view with definitive solutions, even 

sacred or secularized salvific solutions, even redemption. As long as the ‘ought’ is a particularis-

tic and moralizing and/or or fundamentalist and instrumentalizing ideological ‘ought’, it is not the 

way to reach peace, freedom and justice among people.   

Perspectival and interpretative ethics relates at the political level to a legal order that secures the 

freedom of the relations of perspectivity and interpretation against the threat of a particular mor-

alizing ‘ought’ that seeks to spread and push itself onto others. The authority of a legal order is 

founded on exactly this point; and from this point it can legitimately exercise coercion and au-

thoritatively command in order to uphold the liberal, egalitarian and plural relations of perspectiv-

ity and interpretation. Rightness by legal standards does not mean definitive truth, and to con-

flate the two is to fundamentally misunderstand the legal order as a sacral or essentialist order of 

truth. The law does not know, and should not aim at knowing, what in ultimate truth the essence 

of human actions and of all human things is (as the older model of essentialism might put it).   

It is very important to me to emphasize this point. The law for the most part accrues its legitima-

tion to use force from the insight that not one of us has at his or her disposal any final justifica-

tion that would guarantee truth in matters of normativity of action. For this reason there is no 

philosophical sanction or legal legitimation for anyone to enforce his or her own final moral and 

political reasons (that may perfectly well stabilize his or her own individual, public and/or political 

action) onto other persons or groups, with bloody violence if necessary. At the same time we 

should note that this also sets the legal limits on the state’s use of force against free and equal 

citizens. 
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Here it also becomes clear how democracy, in the central point of rule, i.e. in the matter of secur-

ing a majority, is by no means always a harmonious and conflict-free process. The sometimes 

irreconcilable conflicts of interest between various groupings and persons within a society as 

well as between societies and states have to be carried out with a view to majority decisions and 

the forms in which they are carried out have to be organized in terms of a procedural ideal, a 

“regulative idea”. The majority decisions occur within the legal framework and in many cases 

under time pressure. The efforts of the participants to procure or defend against majorities 

shows something of the severity of democratic procedures and processes.  

 

(ii) Freedom and legal coercion.  -  Here it should also become clear how a philosophy of per-

spectivity and interpretation relates to the second fundamental problem of democratic theory 

(alongside the problem of freedom and equality), namely the relation between freedom and legal 

coercion as well as authoritative command.   

Several theoreticians of the state see a contradiction in this pair of concepts, based on the idea 

that one cannot have freedom and legal coercion at once. This fact would represent a particular 

challenge, even a basic self-contradiction for democracy – the liberal state would depend on 

presuppositions that it would be unable to guarantee. For on the one hand, it can “only exist 

when it regulates internally the freedom it guarantees its citizens”. On the other hand, however, it 

would be unable “to try to guarantee these internal regulative forces on its own, that is with the 

means of legal coercion and authoritative command, without abandoning its own liberality”.4 In 

light of what has been said so far, can we eliminate this seeming contradiction or evade it?  

It is my thesis that as soon as we situate the whole question within an ethics and politics of per-

spectival and interpretational relations, we can defuse this alleged contradiction. Of course we 

can no longer try to overcome this alleged contradiction of liberal democracy by looking for basic 

material values (e.g. moral, religious or ideological fundamentalisms) beyond the tension be-

tween the liberal state and legal coercion and using them to legitimate legal coercion. Here as 

well the idea of moral-political rule loses its purchase on the question. And we also have a justi-

fied answer to the renowned idea that democracy is contradictory in the sense that it could elimi-

nate itself through legal procedures – with reference, for example, to Hitler’s 1933 Enabling Act.   

Now, with increasing freedom in a democracy comes an increase in the paradoxical danger that 

it could ultimately seem legitimate for the liberal, egalitarian and pluralist democracy to do away 

with itself and turn into an oligarchy, say, or a dictatorship or a theocracy. It seems to be primar-

ily increasing liberality that opens this possibility of self-destruction. However, we can offer (a) a 

theoretical solution, (b) a practical solution and (c) a legal-institutional solution.  

(a) As far as it concerns the theoretical philosophical presuppositions of a democracy concluding 

against itself, we should note that this conclusion is only possible because it presupposes and 

                                                      

4 E. Böckenförde: Staat, Gesellschaft, Freiheit, 60. 
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appeals to the freedom and equality of the relations of perspectivity and interpretation. Thus the 

conclusion only makes any credible sense in dependence on what it disputes and eliminates. 

Thus the conclusion is self-contradictory and not the presupposition that allows the conclusion, 

namely the assumption of liberal democracy. For the conclusion needs what it eliminates for its 

act of elimination – regardless whether it makes genuine or only parasitic use of it.  

(b) At the practical-philosophical level we can argue as follows (in line with Kant’s arguments on 

freedom as autonomy in the Critique of Practical Reason): the law of the liberal order not to 

eliminate itself is the only law that the liberal order can follow without destroying its own freedom. 

For this is a law that the liberal order gives itself for its own sake. This is what it means to speak 

of autonomy, self-legislation. Thus the liberal order gains freedom through this law; whereas in 

the other case it acts against its own logic and sense. Thus the resolution not to eliminate itself is 

the manifestation of the positive concept of the freedom of this order itself, its own autonomy, 

which guarantees itself therein. The only loss here, that is the only thing reason relinquishes, is 

the hope for a fundamentalism or a theocracy. But I think we can do well to give up both of these 

(particularly as neither are rationally acceptable, as I argued above, and cannot be made rea-

sonable).  

It is important to see that this is not any restriction of positive freedom, but rather is a gain in 

positive freedom. In contrast, the self-elimination of democracy represents the most enormous 

restriction of the freedom of democracy itself. The idea of an autonomous self-destruction is self-

destructive and irrational, since it destroys the very sense and logic it makes use of and the point 

it aims at: autonomy, the freedom to give itself a law. The idea undermines itself. If it’s right, then 

it’s wrong.  

In this context democratic theories often focus on a merely empirical and a merely negative 

concept of freedom – and this is a weakness of the theories, not of democracy. For one thing, 

this is far too little in the way of freedom. For another, such a theory operates at an inappropriate 

conceptual level. We should note that in the sense I have been sketching here freedom and 

constraint do not stand in a merely external relation to one another. But we have to suppose 

such an external relation when we try to see the self-destruction of freedom as an act of freedom 

itself – for then freedom and constraint would be related merely externally. But in the sense 

described here, they can be seen as two sides of one and the same coin, one and the same 

rationality.  

Thus we are concerned here with the internal interplay of freedom and obligation. And it is easy 

to see that in the context that is relevant here, freedom follows a rule and obligation of its own 

invention – no more and no less. We could almost say that freedom has a rational and natural 

interest in its own self-preservation. The concept of freedom is foundational for the question of 

the practical and political autonomy of free citizens. Thus authoritative command, for the purpose 

of the self-preservation and expansion of free, equal and irreducibly diverse relations of perspec-

tivity and interpretation, ultimately cannot be seen as a restriction of the freedom of democracy – 
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to the contrary, it secures the conditions of the possibility of real freedom. And it is in just this 

sense that such a final, preconditional restriction can be legitimate. Of course whether this is 

really the case with specific concrete regulations and circumstances needs to be examined and 

discussed.   

(c) At the level of political-legal institutions, in light of what has been said it is nothing more than 

plain political prudence and good sense for a democratic constitution to declare it impermissible 

and invalid to eliminate basic rights, such as in Article 79, Paragraph 3 of the German constitu-

tion.   

 

4. Democracy and philosophy 

(i) Relations of interpretation. – If we develop the questions of democratic theory within a frame-

work of relations of perspectivity and interpretation, then the question arises, beyond the tradi-

tional dichotomy between essentialism and relativism, whether we can have a responsibility for 

democracy as a form of political rule. This has two consequences for the relation between de-

mocracy and philosophy: 

First (a) we are no longer concerned with either a priority of philosophy over democracy or with a 

priority of democracy over philosophy. Several writers (e.g. Richard Rorty)5 have called for the 

priority of democracy in light of the failure of the great metaphysical projects of philosophy. How-

ever, the priority of democracy over philosophy as these writers have proclaimed it is still entirely 

caught up in the spell of the older dichotomy between essentialism and relativism. As I have 

stressed, we have to leave this dichotomy behind as a whole; and we should ask that a contem-

porary philosophy today liberate itself from the stranglehold of precisely this dichotomy.  

This liberation is illuminating in at least two regards. For one thing, it now no longer makes sense 

to wish to protect democracy from philosophy. Rather, in an adequately contemporary philoso-

phy, the irreducibly plural perspectivism, the ethics of interpretation, and democracy all belong 

together. For another, renouncing final justification doesn’t mean that we can no longer provide 

any kind of foundation, nor does it mean that we have to restrict ourselves to the merely political 

demand of just interpreting the liberal and democratic tradition rather than having to assume a 

responsibility for it. Rather, it has become clear precisely in what sense we can assume respon-

sibility for democracy on the basis of a philosophy of perspectivity and interpretation, and how it 

can even be normatively imperative to do so. We should also note that, strictly speaking, every 

interpretation of democracy can already be seen as a piece of non-reductionist foundational 

work on democracy.  

A second consequence (b) concerning the relation between democracy and philosophy is that 

the failure of final justification and our renunciation of it certainly does not mean that only an 

(empirical) relativism is left. The sense of relativism is still indebted to its counterpart, essential-

                                                      

5 R. Rorty: Der Vorrang der Demokratie vor der Philosophie.  
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ism/absolutism, even after the latter’s failure. People who say, for example, that after the col-

lapse of the philosophical idea of final justification everything is arbitrary, have committed two 

errors. Firstly, with this claim they take a position and an interpretation that makes use of pre-

cisely that absolute point of view that is no longer available within the framework of relations of 

perspectivity and interpretation. Secondly, they overlook the fact that the scheme of how we 

actually speak, think and act is not at all characterized by relativistic arbitrariness and cannot be 

simply modified at will.  

 

(ii) Democracy and responsibility.  -  The repudiation of relativism also brings out the high level of 

responsibility connected with the ethics of perspectivity and interpretation. For example, on our 

approach it is not possible to evade responsibility by referring to the alleged impossibility of influ-

encing processes of interpretation. Quite the contrary: the concepts of perspective and interpre-

tation are connected to accountability and presuppose freedom and the ability to bear responsi-

bility. The latter derives above all from the fact that every specific perspective or interpretation 

could also be different, that there are other persons with other preferences and other perspec-

tives as well as other interpretations and that other persons/groups/societies/states/cultures 

could want and will differently from oneself. In light of this structure we should note that democ-

racy as a form of political rule imposes a very high level of responsibility. We could put a rather 

fine point on it by saying that all other forms of political rule are ultimately ‘irresponsible’.  

Thus, to repeat the point once more in conclusion, against the subtlest of democracy’s despisers 

we can maintain: the idea of democracy does not originate from the circumstance that we are 

not in possession of the truth, nor does it arise from a merely “empirically relativist worldview”.6 

Rather, that we are systematically cut off both from an essentialist ultimate truth and from a 

relativism of arbitrariness is the intrinsically normative starting point for a pluralist and perspectiv-

ist ethics that corresponds, at the level of political rule, to democracy. It is a sign of reasonable-

ness and rationality to liberate oneself from the stranglehold of the dichotomy of essentialism 

and relativism. And this is, for the most part, how it is that the ethos of democracy is increasingly 

gaining rational acceptability and thus reasonableness.  

To say this is not to misread the facts of our world, where in many regions the idea of democracy 

is either only realized imperfectly and piece-meal or else simply isn’t operative in the slightest. 

One look at the daily news or in the history books will confirm this.  But here and now I am not 

concerned with empirical descriptions and classifications of states and societies; I am concerned 

with providing a rational foundation for democracy, and after we have positively answered the 

challenges that this involves, I am interested in the thesis that the democracy’s career is only just 

beginning on a global scale under the conditions of globalization and interculturality. 

                                                      

6 H. Kelsen: Vom Wesen und Wert der Demokratie, vii; 101 f. 
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In conceptual terms we should now be able to dispense with the thesis I introduced rather point-

edly at the opening of this paper, namely that the majority decides because none of us are in 

possession of the final truth and of definitive and universally valid justifications. I think that by 

now democracy should have shrugged off this connotation of deficiency. It is crucial that we 

come to understand that the relations in society and the state are the relations of irreducible 

perspectivity and interpretation that cannot be traced back to ‘the right interpretation’ or to a set 

of material interpretations that are binding for all participating persons, groups, societies, states 

and cultures. Once we have understood this, democracy as I have described it takes the stage 

as the form that, of all political systems, most closely corresponds to the perspectival and inter-

pretive character of public life and society.  

Thus the conflicts between different perspectives and interpretations in their struggle to achieve 

or prevent majorities must be carried out within democratic (and thus always procedural) chan-

nels. These processes must continually preserve the possibility that other perspectives and 

interpretations of other persons and groups could be integrated and that in principle the interpre-

tations that cannot find a majority at that moment certainly could in the future. For now the de-

mocratic majority decision made at any given time can no longer be seen as a metaphysically 

ultimate, exclusive and definite decision about an essence. Rather, the majority decision ex-

presses a political and legal temporary commitment and no more – but also no less.  

This also and especially includes the protection of minorities, most emphatically and concretely. 

To exclude the possibility that minorities might become majorities at some point would be a re-

lapse into the old dreams of democracy’s most subtle despisers – who now appear as the secret 

dogmatists still in the stranglehold of the dichotomy of absolutism and relativism we have since 

left behind…  
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