
of humankind to set it apart from the development of
rationalism, which characterizes many “musics” from
Pythagoras to Arnold Schonberg or Pierre Boulez or,
contrary to what Love says about “African American music”,
John Coltrane. Appeals to topics like oral/written and
rational/irrational are important, but can tell only a part
of the story.

How “music” bears on democracy is complicated by
the history of technics. Perhaps before sound recording,
all “musics” had in common—and in common with
“voice”—the attribute of interhuman resonance, and this
specific concomitance had immediate bearing on political
relationships (and could be elucidated by eighteenth-
century moral philosophy concerned with sympathy and
social distance, as in Hume [p. 129]). With the mechan-
ical reproduction of sound, however, the literal vibration
one feels is emitted by the transducer and not a human
being; this categorical shift must alter the relation between
“musical practices and democratic politics.” Is the same
“political” present when Holly Near plays at a demonstra-
tion and when one listens to her CDs at home?

To take “music” as given and constant also limits Love’s
analysis of metaphor in Habermas and Rawls. Even assum-
ing that the literal meaning of words like harmony and
symphony is musical, it is difficult to see why they add
content beyond the already rich vocabulary of “order,”
“union,” “consensus,” and “voice.” The issue turns on
“music” only if you presuppose what needs to be demon-
strated here: “voice as music.” Likewise, Love seems to
mistake gratuitous flourishes for hinge propositions, as
when she refers us to “an important passage” in which
Rawls “uses a musical example to illustrate the moral lim-
itations of game theory” when, in fact, the musical fig-
ure stands for nothing more than the mutual obtrusiveness
of room-mates [p. 54]). Simply, Love overinterprets poorly
concocted ornamental metaphors by Habermas or Rawls,
neither of whom may be rightly accused of being a poet.

Musical Democracy shows inadequacies of two
approaches to democracy (“deliberative” and “aggrega-
tive”) and flirts with another (“agonist”), but ultimately
alludes to “a more expansive definition of politics” (p. 106).
What appears in the book, however, is mostly a familiar
Platonic-Christian-Romantic reduction of politics to com-
munion, a kind of fusional bodily experience of total
presence, “profundity,” or concreteness. Indeed, “the claim
that embodying communication matters more than the
specific—literate or oral, visual or vocal—medium”
(p. 102) suggests eccentrically that here, “politics” itself is
derived from a parallel (familiar, pleasing) version of
“music.” Either way, chicken-or-egg, if politics is charac-
terized by social fusion, one may note that homologous
“music” is not necessarily democratic (e.g., 500,000 Nazis
at Nuremberg singing “Das Deutschlandlied”). By con-
trast, what anticommunitarian, rhetorically oriented polit-
ical theorists have understood is that “voice”—specifically

as logo§—is political because it interrupts the danger-
ous immediacy of relationships. Perhaps only musical ratio-
nalism (e.g., dodecaphony), shock (e.g., Marc Blitzstein’s
Brechtian Entfremdung), or irony (e.g., Trey Parker and
Matt Stone’s “South Park”) can achieve this “mediated-
ness” and avoid what may be called, following Freud and
Adorno, “regression.” One can agree that all politics is
also visceral and still believe that without mediation
democracy is diminished.

This book may bring together, around the topic of
“music,” theorists of various orientations; it may provoke
them to rethink their own and the other domains. The
larger project—to re-explore the relationship of culture
and politics through “music”—is more important than
that. It poses a question of interest to all political theorists:
What insufficiency in the now mainstream approaches to
democracy is revealed by their incapacity to give an account
of this transformative public form of expression and per-
formative communication?

The Logic of Democracy: Reconciling Equality,
Deliberation, and Minority Protection. By Anthony McGann.
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006. 256p. $65.00 cloth,
$26.95 paper.

Deliberation, Social Choice, and Absolutist
Democracy. By David van Mill. New York: Routledge,
2006. 200p. $110.00.
DOI: 10.1017/S1537592707071691

— Johnny Goldfinger, Indiana University-Purdue
University Indianapolis

Social choice theory examines group decision making from
axiomatic and mathematical perspectives. It often pro-
duces results that have troubling implications for democ-
racy. Consider Kenneth Arrow’s general possibility theorem
(see Social Choice and Individual Values, [1951] 1963). It
shows that no social welfare function can simultaneously
satisfy several apparently reasonable postulates involving
rationality and ethical norms. When this theorem is applied
to the study of politics, it challenges the legitimacy of all
collective decision-making procedures. No voting system
can guarantee rational social preference orderings through
ethical means when there are more than two voters and
more than two alternatives in the choice set. Majority
rule, for example, has been subject to criticism because it
cannot ensure rational outcomes. Rationality, in this case,
is defined in terms of transitivity. When majority rule fails
to produce transitive collective preference orderings—a
condition that is commonly called cycling—the outcomes
may be interpreted as arbitrary or incoherent.

An important and interesting body of literature has
emerged in the wake of the social choice challenge to
democratic decision making. The inspiration for much of
this work can be credited to William Riker. His Liberalism
Against Populism (1982) has been particularly influential.
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It takes advantage of social choice findings to launch a
sustained attack on the concept of “populist democracy,”
which assumes that the outcomes of voting identify some-
thing like a popular will. Perhaps the most comprehensive
response to Riker and the social choice critique of democ-
racy is Gerry Mackie’s Democracy Defended (2004). Mackie
provides both philosophical and empirical rejoinders,
including refutations of virtually every real world example
of cycling found in the literature. His defense of democ-
racy has been called a “true tour de force” that “definitely
returns the ball to his opponents’ court” (Sven E. Wilson,
Perspectives on Political Science 33 [Fall 2004]: 228–29).

Anthony McGann (The Logic of Democracy) and David
van Mill (Deliberation, Social Choice, and Absolutist Democ-
racy) are players in the same game as Riker and Mackie.
The side of the net on which they stand, however, differs,
depending on the issue. They disagree with Mackie, for
example, about the implications of not finding empirical
evidence of cycling. But they also reject Riker’s unquali-
fied acceptance of the axioms associated with Arrow’s theo-
rem. McGann and van Mill, therefore, are confronting
the same opponents. Nonetheless, it is important to rec-
ognize that they do so for distinct reasons.

First, neither is particularly impressed nor surprised by
the failure to find instances of cycling in practice. McGann
contends that knowledge of the full preference orderings
of individuals is usually required to directly observe cycling.
This information is typically not available, hence the lack
of empirical evidence. Still, the existence of cycles can be
inferred from their effects. Pervasive legislative practices
like logrolling and coalition negotiation require intransi-
tive social preference orderings (McGann, 70–76). These
practices, therefore, imply the presence of cycles. Van Mill
offers a somewhat different but complementary analysis.
He claims that cycles are usually not observed because
voting procedures typically violate the moral axiom of
universal domain, which is assumed by Arrow’s theorem.
Cycles, in other words, are being suppressed. Institutions
are inducing transitive social preference orderings (van Mill,
68–69). McGann’s and van Mill’s responses to the lack of
direct evidence for cycling are convincing. In this sense,
they have successfully put the empirical ball back in Mack-
ie’s court.

Second, both defend the practice of majority rule by
challenging the validity of one of the postulates in Arrow’s
theorem. McGann argues that the consequences of violat-
ing the rationality axiom are misconstrued. The effects of
cycling are generally misrepresented and its benefits are
widely ignored. Cycling, for example, is often assumed to
produce chaotic outcomes. This characterization, how-
ever, is overstated because the results of majority rule are
typically limited to the uncovered set of centrally located
alternatives (McGann, 62–70). In addition, he claims that
majority rule and the existence of cycles are extremely
useful in promoting certain democratic values. Van Mill,

in contrast, contends that the moral axiom of universal
domain is normatively and practically undesirable. Limit-
ing political participation is an unavoidable part of polit-
ical life and necessary for producing stability. The task is
to combine some type of absolutism and democracy in a
way that secures the benefits of each. McGann’s and van
Mill’s critiques of Arrow’s theorem place them squarely on
Mackie’s side of the court. Thus, they join him in serving
the normative ball to Riker.

McGann’s and van Mill’s divided sympathies reflect a
desire to stake out a third position in the dispute between
social choice theory and political philosophy. They con-
sider Arrow’s theorem and majority rule complementary,
not antagonistic. They use the insights of Arrow’s theorem
as constructive critiques, helping them better understand
the nature of democratic decision making. This approach
not only is unique but also makes a valuable contribution
to the study of both social choice and normative demo-
cratic theories. Sharing the same basic methodological per-
spective, however, does not preclude significant differences
in McGann’s and van Mill’s political projects. They are
both advocates of majoritarian models of democracy. None-
theless, they justify majority rule very differently.

McGann’s aim is to show that democratic procedures,
defined in terms of popular sovereignty and political equal-
ity, entail proportional representation and majority rule.
The liberal conception of political equality is the key to
his analysis (Chapter 2). He claims that the logical require-
ments of political equality can be satisfied only by pro-
portional electoral systems (Chapter 3). Moreover, he
maintains that majority rule is the only procedure capa-
ble of treating all voters and alternatives equally (Chap-
ter 4). The supposed cost of using majority rule is its
susceptibility to cyclical outcomes. In an innovative twist,
McGann convincingly argues that cycles actually advance
values associated with political equality, including the
protection of minorities (Chapter 5) and reasonable delib-
eration (Chapter 6). He concludes that cycling is not
problematic or fatal for democracy. On the contrary, it is
an important part of the democratic decision-making
process (Chapter 9).

Thus, McGann finds a way to effectively reconcile
cycling and majority rule. He contends that cycles, instead
of undermining majority rule, actually make it a more
normatively attractive decision-making procedure. In
essence, his response to the social choice critique is to
transform cycles from a liability to an asset. He accepts the
findings of social choice theory and, at the same time,
buttresses the argument for majority rule. His solution is
elegant and very compelling.

The Logic of Democracy is a truly remarkable and impor-
tant work. It is an exemplar of intellectual rigor and cre-
ativity. McGann confidently engages and integrates the
literature on social choice theory, normative political phi-
losophy, and comparative institutions. He obviously has
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a solid understanding of each field and uses his knowledge
effectively in presenting a unified theory of democracy.
Particularly impressive is his ability to discuss sophisti-
cated concepts in a very accessible manner. Consequently,
the value of this book is not limited to specialists. It
demands the attention of anyone interested in democratic
decision making.

Van Mill’s project is to argue for what he terms “abso-
lutist democracy.” His book is divided into two parts.
First, he considers the dispute between social choice theory
and deliberative democracy. He observes that Arrow’s theo-
rem and Jürgen Habermas’s theory of deliberation share
very similar assumptions about what constitutes a fair
decision-making process. Arrow predicts chaos in the form
of cycling, while Habermas expects consensus through
preference transformation. Van Mill concludes that delib-
eration cannot overcome the problem of cycling (Chap-
ter 2). Consequently, one of Arrow’s moral axioms must
be violated if political instability is to be avoided. Van
Mill contends that democracy should abandon the condi-
tion of universal domain (Chapter 3). Though seemingly
unpalatable, restricting participation in the decision-
making process is useful because it can ensure political
stability. The task, therefore, is to find an acceptable way
to reconcile freedom, equality, and coercion.

The second part of van Mill’s project is to defend the
violation of universal domain and the concept of majority
rule. He begins by using Thomas Hobbes’s idea of sover-
eignty to maintain that absolutism is a necessary feature of
political decision making (Chapter 5). In the process, he
persuasively argues that Hobbes’s understanding of abso-
lutism is compatible with democracy and does not neces-
sarily result in tyranny. Van Mill turns next to a defense of
democratic absolutism in the form of majority rule against
liberal constitutionalism (Chapter 6). He concludes that
democracy is best served by giving absolute political power
to the people, as opposed to trusting elites or ostensibly
limiting the power by institutions.

Deliberation, Social Choice, and Absolutist Democracy pro-
vides a competent analysis of the dispute between social
choice theory and deliberative democracy, along with a
provocative discussion of Hobbes’s political theory. One
of most valuable aspects of van Mill’s book is its emphasis
on the limits of democratic decision making. Social choice
theory and deliberative democracy offer idealized under-
standings of democracy. In practice, however, ideals have
to be compromised to achieve political stability. Absolut-
ism, in particular, cannot be avoided. Consequently, dem-
ocratic theory must find a way to “walk the tightrope
between freedom and stability” (p. 72).

The concept of majority rule has been challenged most
notably by theories of guardianship, constitutionalism, and,
more recently, social choice. In the first two cases, major-
itarian advocates have already provided forceful if not per-
suasive responses. Previous rejoinders to the social choice

critique of majority rule have typically tried to overcome
the problem of cycling through deliberation or by dismiss-
ing its practical relevance. In contrast, both McGann and
van Mill accept the findings of Arrow’s theorem and simul-
taneously defend majority rule. This approach is both inno-
vative and valuable. It also demonstrates, once again, the
robustness of majoritarianism.

Reflexive Democracy: Political Equality and the
Welfare State. By Kevin Olson. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
2006. 288p. $35.00.
DOI: 10.1017/S1537592707071708

— Julie Anne White, Ohio University

Recent work on the welfare state has largely focused on
the role of welfare programs in state economies—their
redistributive functions and their role in managing incen-
tives for work. Reflexive Democracy marks a much-needed
shift in focus, offering an analysis and then a reconstruc-
tion of the relationship between welfare programs and
citizen participation.

Kevin Olson describes his project as an attempt to recon-
ceptualize welfare using political rather than redistributive
criteria. This is an ambitious undertaking in which he
largely succeeds. To begin, he wants to “reveal deep-seated
egalitarian norms at the heart of the welfare state—norms
derived not from economic, but political equality” (p. 7).
This empirical analysis then serves as the basis for “care-
fully reconfigured ideals of political equality, democratic
legitimacy and citizenship” (p. 7). As is consistent with
the tradition of work influenced by Jürgen Habermas,
Olson is committed to realizing the normative project
through a critical analysis of social and political practice.

At the root of Olson’s reconstruction is a fairly straight-
forward claim about the material bases of democratic equal-
ity. Because there is a demonstrable relationship between
economic disadvantage and political participation, if we
take seriously our commitment to democracy we must
take equally seriously our need to support a welfare state
that provides the relative equality and security that appear
to be a precondition for it. The author demonstrates the
depth of his commitment to democracy when he further
argues that we must make participation central to the
construction and regulation of welfare programs as well.
Yet his is not so much an argument that it is “democracy
all the way down” as it is an argument that it is democracy
all the way around—that is, he avoids the foundationalist
dilemma, taking existing practices, specifically the contra-
dictory nature of such practices, as an immanent source of
critique.

This is a key attraction of Olson’s work—his normative
claims for participation emerge not from a purely philo-
sophical reflection but rather from citizen’s actual prac-
tices, and are the result of neither philosophical nor political
imposition. Olson anticipates the question that naturally
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