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Democracy and political boundaries 

Lars Bergström 

 

If democracy implies political equality, in the sense that everyone has roughly the same 

opportunity to influence political decisions, we may ask: ”Who are included among 

‘everyone’?” In other words, if ”democracy” is government “by the people”, who are 

included among “the people”? This may be called ”the boundary problem in democratic 

theory”.1 

 The problem is not what actually existing peoples actually govern, or ought to govern, 

themselves, but what sovereign collectives or self-governing groups of people there ought to 

be. Of course, it may be true that some actually existing sovereign states ought to be 

sovereign states, but this cannot be taken for granted. It is not self-evident. Maybe Sweden 

ought to be a sovereign state, but another possibility is that it is rather Scandinavia, or the 

European Union or the southern half of Sweden, that ought to be a sovereign state. Again, it is 

possible that exactly those individuals who are now legally entitled to vote in Swedish 

                                                
1 In Robert A. Dahls book Democracy and Its Critics (Dahl 1989) this problem – or 

something very similar – is sometimes called ”the problem of the unit” (p. 193), sometimes 

”the problem of inclusion” (p. 119), and sometimes a ”boundary problem” (pp. 146-7). 

Frederick G. Whelan has discussed the problem in ”Prologue: Democratic theory and the 

boundary problem” (Whelan 1983). Gustaf Arrhenius has criticized Whelan in ”The boundary 

problem in democratic theory” (Arrhenius 2005). I am grateful to Arrhenius for valuable 

comments on an earlier version of the present paper. 
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parliamentary elections are the same as those who ought to be legally entitled to vote and in 

this sense to govern themselves, but it is not obvious that the real world is in this way morally 

ideal. 

 Democratic decision making can indeed occur in many different contexts, e.g. in business 

corporations, labor unions and other organizations or committees. However, in this paper my 

main focus is upon political collectivities, such as sovereign states or federations. For 

example, the problems I have in mind are such as the proposed secession of Quebec from 

Canada, the relation of Sweden to the European Union, the possible transformation of the EU 

into a federal state like the USA, the position of Kashmir between India and Pakistan, the 

German reunion after the Cold War, the requirement that Kosovo should become independent 

from Serbia-Montenegro, the relation between Northern Ireland, the Irish Republic and Great 

Britain, the future political structure of Iraq, and, indeed, the future political structure of the 

global world community.   

 It has been argued that the boundary problem in democratic theory cannot be solved 

within democratic theory. I take it that this thesis is meant to apply both in general – i.e. 

concerning the democratic legitimacy of all political boundaries –  and in particular cases, 

such as those exemplified above. Thus, Frederick Whelan claims that ”democratic theory 

cannot itself provide any solution to disputes that may – and historically do – arise concerning 

boundaries” (Whelan 1983, 40).2 And Robert Dahl writes that ”we cannot solve the problem 

of the proper scope and domain of democratic units from within democratic theory” (Dahl 

1989, 207).3 It is this thesis that I shall discuss in what follows.  

                                                
2 Whelan also writes: ”Boundaries comprise a problem […] that is insoluble within the 

framework of democratic theory” (Whelan 1983, 16). 

3 The “scope” of a democratic unit is the set of matters that are to be decided by it. The 

“domain” of a unit is the set of persons who comprise it. Dahl also says that ”in solving this 
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Democratic theory and democratic methods 

The thesis may seem a bit surprising. If democratic theory is concerned with the way societies 

should be organized in order to realize democratic values, it may seem that democratic theory 

should also be able to lay down some principles for the solution of the boundary problem.4 

But this may depend upon what is included under the label “democratic theory”. It should be 

noticed that Whelan and Dahl say that the boundary problem cannot be solved within 

democratic theory; they do not say that it cannot be solved, period.5 

 One possible misunderstanding should be cleared up at once. It might be thought that 

democratic theory is something purely descriptive (and, perhaps, explanatory) whereas the 

boundary problem is normative. From this it might then be concluded that the boundary 

problem cannot be solved within democratic theory, simply because you cannot derive an 

“ought” from an “is”. But this, I believe, is not what Dahl and Whelan have in mind. This 

would make the thesis rather trivial. Rather, I shall assume that “democratic theory” can 

include not only descriptive and explanatory statements, but also normative principles. For 

                                                                                                                                                   
particular problem democratic theory cannot take us very far. Democratic ideas, as I have 

said, do not yield a definitive answer” (Dahl 1989, 209). The problem Dahl has in mind is 

what constitutes “a people”. He holds that it cannot be solved by ”reasoned inferences from 

democratic principles and practices”. 

4 As a matter of fact, Dahl does say something about this, but he admits that the criteria he 

suggests do not always give a definite solution and can be weighed against one another in 

various ways (Dahl 1989, 207-9). 

5 But in one place, Dahl says that ”there is no theoretical solution to the puzzle, but only 

pragmatic ones” (Dahl 1970, 59). 
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example, one normative principle that may be included into democratic theory could say that 

political problems (of a certain kind) ought to be solved by democratic decision making. 

 However, it is also clear that one has to distinguish between democratic theory and 

democratic methods of decision making. The latter can include various kinds of political 

liberties and certain rights for individuals and minorities, which allow for public debate and 

general elections of representatives who decide political issues by majority rule, in 

accordance with public opinion or public interests. Moreover, I assume that political decisions 

can be democratically legitimate on the ground that they are taken by individuals or 

institutions that have in turn been appointed by democratically elected representatives.6 

Democratic theory, on the other hand, says something about the way in which democratic 

societies are to be organized and about the nature and functioning of democratic methods of 

decision. Democratic theory may also have something to say about why societies and 

organizations should use democratic decision methods. 

 Apparently, democratic theory has not so far come up with any plausible principle for the 

solution of boundary problems; it has probably started from the implicit assumption that the 

boundary problem is solved – or can be ignored – in practice. The identity of “the people” has 

been taken for granted. The question has been how it should govern itself. 

 However, democratic theory need not be identical with what has been recognized as 

democratic theory so far. If we could come up with some suitable principle for handling the 

                                                
6 For example, the directors of the Central Bank of Sweden take decisions which can be 

regarded as democratically legitimate, since they have been elected by a Board, which in turn 

is elected by the Swedish Parliament, which is elected by the Swedish people in general 

elections. Again, decisions taken by an ordinary member of the Swedish Government can be 

regarded as democratically legitimate, since the members of the Government are appointed by 

the Prime Minister, who is in turn appointed by the Parliament. 
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boundary problem, this principle might be added to, or included within, democratic theory. 

What would Whelan and Dahl say about this possibility? 

 They might say that such a principle would have no essential connection to democratic 

theory and it would not in itself have a distinctly democratic character.7 Alternatively, they 

might say that it is simply impossible to find such a principle which is both normatively 

acceptable and practically useful.  

 But even if there is no suitable and general principle for the solution of boundary 

problems, it might be still held that such problems can nevertheless be solved by democratic 

methods in particular cases.8 However, this too is denied by Whelan. He writes: 

 

In democratic theory democracy is usually offered as the exclusively legitimate method 

of making binding decisions for a collectivity, yet brief reflection suffices to show that 

the boundary problem is one matter of collective decision that cannot be decided 

democratically (Whelan 1983, 22). 

 

According to Whelan, the reason why democratic methods cannot solve boundary problems is 

that they presuppose that the boundary problem has already been solved. Before you can vote 

about who should be entitled to vote, you must already know who are entitled to vote. If you 

                                                
7 For example, a principle to the effect that boundaries should demarcate national states which 

are in fact recognized as sovereign states by the current system of international law might be 

convenient in practice, but it is not particularly democratic. Sovereign states are the result of 

wars, nationalism, economic and religious factors, and so on which have very little to do with 

democracy. 

8 But if so, it seems that we might formulate a democratic principle to the effect that boundary 

problems should be solved in each particular case by democratic methods. 
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know who is entitled to vote, you need not put it to the vote; if you don’t, you cannot. Whelan 

puts the point as follows: 

 

It may not be surprising that democracy, which is a method for group decision-making or 

self-governance, cannot be brought to bear on the logically prior matter of the 

constitution of the group itself, the existence of which it presupposes (Whelan 1983, 40). 

 

However, it is usually taken for granted that democratic decisions can be made by groups or 

collectivities which are not themselves constituted by democratic means. Could not the 

boundary problem be solved by democratic decisions of this kind? 

 

Decision problems and normative problems 

In some cases, boundary problems do indeed seem to have been solved by democratic 

methods. For example, Sweden introduced the right for women to vote by a democratic 

decision, thereby expanding the electorate. And surely Canada might decide, by democratic 

means, that Quebec can leave Canada and become a sovereign state, provided the population 

in Quebec votes in favor of independence in a democratic referendum. In this way, a 

boundary problem could be handled by a democratic method. 

 Yes, but the fact that a boundary problem has been solved by democratic means does not 

guarantee that this solution is a normatively correct or good solution. Those who vote against 

a democratic decision may still believe that the decision is wrong, even if they also believe 

that it has to be accepted, since it was supported by a majority.9 Convinced democrats can 

agree that the majority is not always right.  
                                                
9 Some people may find this paradoxical. But it is not; see e.g. (Goldstick 1973, 181-189). For 

example, some years ago the Swedish parliament decided that Sweden should apply for 
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 This indicates that there are really two different kinds of boundary problems. One kind 

consists of decision problems, which are solved when certain decisions are made – at least if 

they are made by the relevant political authority in accordance with the relevant rules of 

decision making. The other kind consists of normative problems, which are solved when 

someone finds out what decision ought to be made or ought to have been made in a certain 

case or kind of case. Such a normative problem cannot be solved by democratic decision 

making.10 Rather, democratic decision making presupposes that each individual who is 

entitled to take part in it first tries to solve the normative problem; after trying to solve the 

normative problem, the individual solves a corresponding decision problem by casting his or 

her vote. The collective decision maker is not supposed to solve a normative problem. It 

solves a decision problem by applying the relevant rules of collective decision making to the 

decisions made by the individual voters.  

 This may sound a bit odd. Surely, by casting one’s vote in favor of a certain proposal, one 

might be said to declare one’s solution to a normative problem? Well, yes, in a certain formal 

sense this may be so, but it is not impossible to vote against one’s conviction. For example, a 

member of parliament may accidentally press the wrong button. Moreover, one may even 

                                                                                                                                                   
membership in the European Union, but many Swedes still believe that this decision was 

morally and politically wrong, even if it was taken by democratic means. 

10 Someone might want to object to this with reference to Condorcet’s so-called “jury 

theorem”. Roughly speaking, this says that if the voters give the right vote with probability 

greater than 0.5 (individually or on average), then the majority is also right with probability 

greater than 0.5. The probability approaches 1 when the number of voters approaches infinity. 

But this is not of much help if we want to find the truth on some normative issue, for in order 

to apply the theorem, we must already know what the truth is in order to know the probability 

that the voters know the truth. 
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quite deliberately vote in favor of a proposal that one believes is normatively unacceptable. 

This may happen if one would otherwise be punished by one’s associates or by lobbyists or if 

one’s vote is part of some tactical plan or some bargaining scheme.  

 Besides, a normative problem can hardly be said to be solved – or correctly solved – just 

because some individual or some group of individuals has declared its solution to it. For 

example, even if Quebec should become independent from Canada as the result of certain 

democratic decisions, it does not follow that Quebec ought to be independent from Canada.  

 

Boundary problems and democratic decisions 

On the other hand, apparently there is another sense of “solved” in which a democratic 

decision can solve a normative problem. In fact, most political problems are normative 

problems (“ought the income tax to be reduced?”, “ought we to declare war on our neighbor 

state?”, “ought the public health insurance to cover also dental repairs?”, and so on), and such 

problems are typically “solved” by democratic means in democratic states. We might say that 

such a solution involves treating a normative problem as if it were a decision problem. In any 

case, it seems that at least some boundary problems – for example, the problem of Quebec 

and Canada – can be solved in this sense, i.e. by democratic decisions. Does Whelan deny 

this? Or what does he mean when he says that the boundary problem cannot be decided 

democratically? 

 Does he mean (1) that even if some boundary problems can be solved by democratic 

decisions, there are other boundary problems that cannot be solved in this way? Or does he 

mean (2) that the solutions of boundary problems that can apparently be solved by democratic 

decisions are not really democratic, since they are decided by political collectives which have 

been constituted by non-democratic means?  Or (3) that democratic decisions cannot produce 
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a general principle for the solution of boundary problems. Or (4) that democratic solutions of 

boundary problems do not guarantee that the solutions are normatively correct. 

 The last point, i.e. (4), is something we have already accepted. This is probably quite 

uncontroversial. But this can hardly be what Whelan has in mind, for it does not fit his 

argument that a democratic solution of a boundary problem presupposes that the problem has 

already been solved.  

 More or less the same thing can be said about (3) – at least if the general principle in 

question is to be normatively correct. On the other hand, if the principle is meant to have the 

character of legal statute, it can of course be adopted by a legislative assembly. But which 

legislative assembly? And what if different parliaments adopt different statutes about 

boundaries?  

 

Whelan on the case of Ireland 

We need to take a closer look at Whelan’s argument. He says that the boundary problem and 

its insolubility by democratic means can be vividly illustrated by the case of Ireland (Whelan 

1983, 23). It can be roughly described as follows. If there should be a referendum on Ireland, 

i.e. among voters in the Republic of Ireland and in Northern Ireland, presumably a majority 

would want Northern Ireland to leave the United Kingdom and become included instead in 

the Republic of Ireland. However, a vote taken in Northern Ireland alone, or in the United 

Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, would surely give the opposite result. So 

where should the boundary be? One of the alternatives is hardly more democratic than the 

other, which is why the parties to the disagreement tend to appeal to other factors, such as 

historical tradition, nationality, economic rationality, and so on. 

 This seems true. But does it follow that the problem cannot be solved by democratic 

means? That depends upon what is meant by “cannot be solved”. 
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 In the actual situation, two sovereign states are involved. Each of these can, by purely 

democratic means, take a stand on the issue. A possible result would be that both states 

declare that Northern Ireland should be part of the Republic of Ireland. It is perhaps not very 

likely that the United Kingdom will take this position, but it is possible. The majority of its 

citizens might wish to have nothing to do with the conflicts and the violence in Northern 

Ireland. The problem would then be solved, at least in one sense. The fact that the solution 

would not be accepted by Irish unionists is a different matter. 

 Another possible solution might be that the two states agree – by democratic decisions – 

that Northern Ireland should leave the United Kingdom and join the Republic of Ireland, 

provided that a referendum in Northern Ireland yields a majority for this proposal. Again the 

problem would be solved by democratic means, even though Irish nationalists can be counted 

on to dislike the solution (since the majority in Northern Ireland will presumably want to 

retain the present boundary). 

 What (if anything) is wrong with these solutions? We may of course predict that neither 

will satisfy everyone involved. But there is nothing undemocratic about this. Whelan’s point 

is rather that the two solutions will give different results. However, in this situation it may 

seem natural to have a referendum among everyone affected. We may believe that those 

affected are simply all the citizens of the two states. Whatever the majority would decide can 

be regarded as a democratic solution, and it may even seem more democratic than the earlier 

solutions. The reason it may seem more democratic is of course that everyone that is at all 

affected has a say in the decision.11 If this idea is right, it seems that, contrary to what Whelan 

has argued, there may indeed be a democratic solution in the very case discussed by him. 

                                                
11 At least, it may seem more democratic to someone who claims that democracy is mainly 

about the majority having its way. For those who believe that democracy should also involve 

a certain protection of minority rights, the matter may not be so simple. But, in any case, the 
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The all-affected principle 

The idea that “everyone affected” should have a vote may seem congenial to democracy. For 

example, most people nowadays would agree that Sweden is more democratic when women 

have the right to vote than before there was universal suffrage. Moreover, many experts on 

democratic theory seem to have been attracted by such a principle for political decisions in 

general, not only for boundary problems. Whelan calls it “the all-affected principle” and he 

states it as follows: “all those people who are affected by a particular law, policy, or decision 

ought to have a voice in making it” (Whelan 1983, 16).12 

 However, this principle is not very plausible. This can be seen if one tries to apply it to 

individual agents. Everyone makes a lot of decisions that affect the interests of other people. 

But hardly anyone would maintain that all these decisions should instead be taken collectively 

by all the people that are affected by them. This is not only impossible in practice. It is not 

even a desirable ideal that one should try to realize as far as possible. It does not seem to leave 

much room for personal decisions – except perhaps for very trivial ones. It would be a threat 

to individual freedom. 

 Something similar is true of collective decisions. For example, the Swedish Social 

Democratic Party Congress makes a lot of decisions that affect all citizens in Sweden, as well 

as many people in other countries, but it would surely be absurd to claim that this entitles all 

Swedes and some foreigners to influence, or take part in, the decisions taken by the Congress. 
                                                                                                                                                   
fact that a political decision is democratic does not imply that it is normatively or morally 

acceptable.  

12 Robert Dahl formulates a similar principle, called ”The Principle of Affected Interests” in 

the following way: “Everyone who is affected by the decisions of a government should have 

the right to participate in that government” (Dahl 1970, p. 64). 
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This would in fact be contrary to ideals of political freedom and the U. N. declaration of 

Human Rights (i.e. article 20 on the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and association).  

 Similarly with trade unions. The fact that their decisions may affect employers does not 

entitle the employers to take active part in the decisions. And similarly even with political 

institutions like the Swedish Government and the Swedish Parliament. Clearly, their decisions 

affect many ordinary citizens, and sometimes foreigners as well, but these are not allowed to 

take part in the decisions. Some outsiders may be able to influence the decisions in various 

informal ways, but they do not have a vote in the actual decision. More to the point: they 

ought not to have a vote. For this would mean a kind of ultra-direct democracy that is both 

practically impossible and probably not in the public interest.13 In some cases, it is clearly 

counter-intuitive. Suppose, e.g., that Sweden wants to raise its sales tax on food products. 

Should (some) Norwegian citizens have a vote on this on the ground that they buy a lot of 

food products in Sweden? I believe that not even Norwegian consumers would regard this as 

fair. 

 It may be pointed out here that Swedish citizens, at least, have some kind of indirect 

influence on the decisions made by the Swedish Parliament and the Swedish Government. 

Perhaps this goes some way to satisfy the all-affected principle? Well, perhaps. The principle 

is not very precise on this point. In Whelan’s words, those affected by a decision “ought to 

have a voice in making it” and in Dahl’s formulation they should “have a right to participate” 

in the government. Perhaps these conditions are satisfied by the right of Swedish citizens to 

participate in general elections that decide who are to be the members of the Parliament. 

Clearly, this does not guarantee any real influence, at least not on the decisions of the 

Government. 

                                                
13 I shall not here go into the disadvantages of direct democracy; they are rather commonly 

recognized.  
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 Another problem with the all-affected principle is that it suggests that a person’s degree 

of influence on a decision should be proportional to the degree to which he or she is affected 

by it. If the fact that you are affected motivates a right to influence, surely those who are 

greatly affected should have more influence than those who are only moderately affected.14 

And those who are not affected at all should also have no influence at all. But this is clearly 

unacceptable from an ordinary democratic point of view. Rather, a basic idea of democracy is 

that everyone should have the same right to influence collective decisions. “One person, one 

vote”, as the slogan goes.  

 To illustrate this point, we may imagine a country about to have a general election of 

members of parliament. As it happens, there are two parties (or coalitions of parties) to chose 

between. Both try to get the votes of the middle class, since this is necessary for a majority. 

But this means that both parties must propose rather similar policies and that, therefore, most 

voters are not much affected by the outcome of the election. In contrast, the politicians 

themselves my be greatly affected by the outcome. Hence, according to the all affected 

principle, they should have much more influence over the outcome than people in general. 

Surely, this is not very desirable from a democratic point of view. 

 On the other hand, if the all-affected principle is interpreted to mean that everyone who is 

affected by a decision should have exactly the same degree of influence over it, it is still 

unacceptable. For in this case it draws an absurdly sharp line between those who are not at all 

affected and those who are affected in a very insignificant or even imperceptible way. And it 

would still conflict with the “one person, one vote” principle.   

                                                
14 In some cases, this seems to have particularly absurd consequences.  For example, the 

recent Swedish law against buying sex affects prostitutes and their clients more than other 

people, so prostitutes and their client should have had extra influence of the decision to adopt 

the law. This is probably not acceptable to those who actually voted in favor of the law. 
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 Understandably, Whelan rejects the all-affected principle. He too points out that it 

conflicts with the equal right of all citizens (or their representatives) to take part in state 

decisions, whether or not they themselves are affected (Whelan 1983, 18). Moreover, he notes 

that it is far from obvious that those who are favored by a decision, at the expense of others, 

should have a right to vote for it (Whelan 1983, 17). On this point, opinions may differ, but 

Whelan’s comment is surely quite reasonable for example in the case of foreign aid.15 

 

The all-affected principle and the boundary problem 

I conclude that the all-affected principle is quite unacceptable as a general rule for all political 

decisions. However, it might still be acceptable in the particular case of decisions concerning 

boundary problems. As we have seen, it seems to have a certain plausibility in the case of 

Northern Ireland.  

 Whelan has pointed out that votes within different electorates can easily give different 

results, but the idea now would be to combine all conceivable electorates, which are the 

electorates of affected sovereign states, into one common electorate and have a referendum in 

this. This would be a rather natural way to interpret the all-affected principle. It might often 

give the right to vote to a lot of individuals who are not affected, but it will include the 

citizens of all sovereign states that are affected. As I said, in the case of Ireland, the relevant 

electorate would consists of all the citizens of the Republic of Ireland and the United 

Kingdom.16 This electorate could decide the case one way or the other. 

 However, as indicated above, Whelan claims that solutions such as this are somehow 

impossible. He writes: 
                                                
15 However, Whelan does not mention this particular consideration. 

16 The fact that many of the individuals in this electorate may not be affected by the decision 

is irrelevant. This is true of most democratic decisions. 
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before a democratic decision could be made on a particular issue (by those affected), a 

prior decision would have to be made, in each case, as to who is affected and therefore 

entitled to vote on the substantive issue […] And how is this decision, which will be 

determinative of the ensuing substantive decision, to be made? It too should presumably 

be made democratically – that is, by those affected – but now we encounter a regression 

from which no procedural escape is possible. […] Thus to say that those who will be 

affected by a given decision are the ones who should participate in making it is […] to 

propose what is a logical as well as a procedural impossibility (Whelan 1983, 19). 

 

But is this argument really applicable to the solution suggested here? Could not all sides agree 

here that the sovereign states that are affected are the Republic of Ireland and the United 

Kingdom? If so, a common referendum in these states can decide the issue. 

 Yes, but there are of course possible objections. First, why should there be a common 

referendum rather than separate decisions by the two states involved or a referendum in 

Northern Ireland? Or only among those individuals who are “affected” in some specified 

sense? Second, why should one take the existing sovereign states for granted; after all they 

have not themselves developed by purely democratic means? Third, even if the proposed 

solution should work in the case of Northern Ireland, there seem to be many other cases 

where it is much harder to decide which sovereign states are affected. Think of Kosovo, for 

example. If Kosovo wants independence from Serbia, what sovereign states are affected apart 

from Yugoslavia (Serbia-Montenegro)? Albania? Macedonia? Greece? Bosnia? Turkey? All 

member states of the European Union? Who knows?  

 

Democratic solutions 
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So we are still confronted with the difficulty pointed out by Whelan. But it is just a difficulty, 

not – as he claims – a logical impossibility. It would perhaps be a logical impossibility if we 

had to start from a complete and universal anarchy. But this is not the actual situation.  

 On the contrary, we live in a world in which there is, for most of the time, a fairly well-

established system of sovereign states. The system is not static; there are more or less drastic 

changes now and then. The changes are sometimes peaceful and sometimes rather violent. 

But in any case, from the point of view of democratic theory, democratic decisions made by 

sovereign states are democratically legitimate – even if they sometimes turn out to be morally 

bad, undesirable, or even disastrous. This is so, whether the decisions concern internal policy 

or foreign affairs. Consequently, this is true of such decisions even if they are concerned with 

boundary problems. From a purely democratic point of view, then, this is how boundary 

problems should be handled. 

 Notice that it does not matter whether the states that are involved in boundary problems 

have themselves been created by non-democratic or violent means. As far as I know, the fact 

that a sovereign state has been created by non-democratic means is never seen, in democratic 

theory,  as a ground for regarding democratic decisions taken by such states to be somehow 

democratically inferior.  

 However, democratic decisions concerning boundaries can be expected to have rather 

conservative consequences. In most cases, they will probably preserve the status quo. For 

example, in the case of Northern Ireland, the two states involved may agree that the boundary 

between them should remain as it is. If they do not agree, even after prolonged negotiations, 

there is no peaceful – and therefore democratic – way to change the boundary, so the 

democratic solution is again status quo. But there is of course also the possibility that they 

agree to change the boundary.  
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 Theoretically, there are other possibilities. The two states may democratically decide to 

arrange some referendum and to make the final decision dependent upon the result of it. The 

United Kingdom might also decide to give Northern Ireland some increased degree of 

independence. It might even decide to give complete independence to Northern Ireland, even 

if the Republic of Ireland refuses to accept it as part of its territory. 

 Each of these solutions of the Irish boundary problem can be completely democratic. 

Thus, it is important to notice that democracy, as a form of government, does not determine 

any particular solution of boundary problems. Neither, of course, does it determine the 

outcomes of other political decisions. The outcomes depend upon the wishes of the parties 

involved and upon political initiatives and various other factors in the social and physical 

environment.  

 In any case, as long as boundary problems are taken as decision problems, they can be 

handled by ordinary democratic means. But, as mentioned above, the fact that a problem has 

been solved by democratic means does not imply that the solution is a good one. It may be 

morally unacceptable.  

 

Morally acceptable solutions 

Consequently, it may be asked if it possible to find or construct a principle for solving 

boundary problems in a morally acceptable way. If we could find such a principle, it could be 

added to ordinary democratic theory. Of course, the principle may not have a particularly 

democratic character, but it may be added to democratic theory nevertheless, since it is 

supposed to fix the boundaries between states that are in turn to be governed democratically. 

We are concerned with “the boundary problem within democratic theory”. 

 Moreover, I take it that we are concerned with the problem of finding some practically 

useful way of handling boundary problems. Therefore, we would not be interested in a 
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principle that says, for example, that boundaries ought to be drawn in such a way that the 

satisfaction of human interests (or the interests of sentient beings) is maximized.17 Some such 

a principle may be acceptable, but it is hardly of any practical interest. It would not give much 

guidance in cases like Northern Ireland, Quebec, Kosovo, Catalonia, Chechnya-Russia, 

Taiwan-China, Israel-Palestine, Kashmir, and so on.18 

 Of course, boundary problems should be solved in morally acceptable ways. This is 

uncontroversial. But people notoriously differ about what those morally acceptable ways are 

in particular cases, and they would probably continue to differ, even if one could formulate a 

general principle for such cases which everyone could accept. Indeed, this is a quite general 

difficulty in politics. Everyone can agree that one should adopt “the best” policy, or the policy 

with “the best consequences”, but such an agreement takes us nowhere. That is why 

democratic decision making is attractive in the first place. Indeed, this may suggest that 

                                                
17 It is possible that Gustaf Arrhenius has something like this principle in mind, see 

(Arrhenius 2005, 20-21). He seems to think of it as a specific version of the all-affected 

principle; he says that it “might not be possible to use as an everyday decision method but it 

might still be correct as a part of a democratic ideal”. In any case, my own formulation of the 

principle is ambiguous in an interesting way: should we take it to say that a boundary should 

be drawn in such a way that satisfaction of interest is maximized, or in such a way that 

satisfaction of interests would be maximized, if political decisions on both sides of the border 

were in general democratic? The latter may be more suitable for a principle included into 

democratic theory, but the former may be preferable from a moral point of view.   

18 Of course, if there is a distinction between interests and rights, the principle may imply that 

rights are irrelevant. This is something. But it may not be morally acceptable. For example, 

should Palestinian rights be completely ignored in the conflict with Israel? 
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boundary problems should be handled by democratic methods after all. A norm to this effect 

might be taken to be a part of “democratic theory”.  

 

General guidelines 

However, even if such a norm is accepted, it might be possible to find some plausible general 

guidelines for the creation of boundaries. In particular, it might be asked what sovereign states 

there should be in the world – under the hypothetical assumption that they are all 

democratically governed19 – and we might then compare the merits of a few simple general 

answers. Suppose. for example, that we compare the following answers: (1) Roughly the same 

as today. (2) Roughly the same as today, but with certain important modifications in particular 

cases, such as Northern Ireland, Quebec, Kosovo, Catalonia, Chechnya, Israel, and so on. (3) 
                                                
19 The answer to the question of what states there should be may depend upon how they are 

governed. For example, there may be a great difference between a global democracy and a 

global dictatorship. But we are interested here in the boundary problem in democratic theory. 

– It may be added that the classical boundary problem really consists of two rather different 

problems. One is concerned with what may be called the internal boundary, i.e. what citizens 

in a sovereign democratic state that should have the right to participate in government. The 

other concerns the external boundary, i.e. what individuals should belong to the jurisdiction of 

the state, or, what may come to much the same, what territory belongs to the state. For 

example, the question of women’s suffrage concerns the internal boundary. The question of a 

European federation, on the other hand, is about the external boundary of European 

democracy. – In this paper, I take it for grated that sovereign political collectivities (states) are 

tied to specific territories. But this assumption may be questioned. If one believes that “a 

people” should have a sense of belonging together, there may be other ways of defining 

sovereign political units, e.g. by class, profession, or sex. 
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Many more, and smaller, states than now – for example, so that current federations such as 

Russia, Germany, and the U.S.A. as well as certain colonial constructions are split up into 

several sovereign states. (4) Fewer, and larger, states than now – for example, sovereign 

federations in Europe, Latin America, the Middle East, and Africa. (5) One single global 

federation. 

 There may be reasons in favor of each of these alternatives. But how are such reasons to 

be weighed against one another? Can anything of interest be said about this?  

 

The aim of democracy 

In order to answer this question, from the point of view of democratic theory, it seems that 

one would have to say something about what is the aim or purpose of democracy. Why is 

“government by the people” a good thing? Why is it perhaps better than other forms of 

government? 

 It is rather generally agreed that democracy is a good thing. However, this general 

agreement is probably illusory, at least to a large extent. For different individuals have rather 

different ideas about what democracy is – or about what it ought to be. But maybe one could 

introduce a certain rather optimistic assumption here, namely that people who have different 

ideas about what democracy is (or should be taken to be) can nevertheless agree on what is 

the aim of democracy. Maybe they can agree that democracy is good because it has certain 

good consequences, namely, first, that it creates a pressure on political decision makers to try 

to satisfy the desires and interests of the citizens – since they can otherwise be voted out of 

office in the next election – and, second, that it creates a feeling of participation in, and 
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contribution to, government among the electorate.20 This can in turn be assumed to increase 

the likelihood that the citizens should lead satisfactory lives, other things being equal.    

 If this is the aim of democracy, it seems that democracy will have to be realized on a 

fairly low level. Even in such a small state as Sweden, the distance from citizens to politicians 

is perhaps too great; most citizens do not feel that they contribute to political decisions. This 

may be taken as an argument some something like alternative (3) above. There should be 

many more, and smaller, sovereign states than there are today. However, this seems to be 

contrary to the historical development from antiquity onwards.21 This suggests that such a 

solution of the boundary problem would be rather unstable. 

 Moreover, such a solution is not obviously a good one with respect to the particular 

problems we have mentioned above, e.g. Northern Ireland, Quebec, Kosovo, and so on. 

Presumably, according to (3), these communities should typically be transformed into small 

sovereign states. But this may not be what their citizens want. In many cases, they want rather 

to belong to some larger state.  

                                                
20 One may ask what is more important, that citizens actually participate in government or 

that the have a feeling of participation. At first sight, one might suppose that actual 

participation is better than a mere feeling of participation. However, if the ultimate aim is that 

citizens lead a satisfactory or “happy” life, or that there is a high degree of experienced well-

being, a feeling of participation may be better after all. 

21 Thus Henry Sidgwick points out that ”the tendency to form continually larger political 

societies – apart from the effects of mere conquest – seems to accompany the growth of 

civilisation” (Sidgwick 1891, 209). In this context we may note that Sidgwick predicted that 

”a federation of West-European States at least, with a common government sufficiently strong 

to prevent fighting among these states, is not beyond the limits of sober conjecture as to the 

probable future course of political development”. 
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Global democracy 

We might then try the other extreme, i.e. (5). Perhaps the boundary problem could be solved 

by having humanity as a whole democratically choose a world parliament, which can then 

adopt a constitution, according to which a democratic  government is appointed and various 

kinds of decision are delegated to smaller communities, such as regional federations, single 

nations, urban and rural districts, and so on. One may apply a principle of subsidiarity, which 

says that “nothing should be done by a larger and more complex organization which can be 

done as well by a smaller and simpler organization”. This may seem congenial to democratic 

ideas;22 moreover, it may minimize the risk of war23 and it may be the only, or the most 

effective, way of handling environmental problems on a global scale.  

 So maybe this idea could be incorporated into “democratic theory”, even if it cannot be 

automatically derived by ”reasoned inferences from democratic principles and practices”, as 

Dahl puts it (Dahl 1989, 209). If so, it could be regarded as a kind of solution of the boundary 

problem in democratic theory.  

 However, there are obvious problems with this solution. For example, while it is perhaps 

a solution of the boundary problem, it does not seem to be a very good solution. There are at 

least two different points to be made here. First, a democratic world government is probably 
                                                
22 Those who believe that the all-affected principle has something to do with democracy 

might wish to say that every human being is to some extent affected by the choice of whether 

or not the world is to be governed by a democratic world parliament – and that this is a 

democratic argument for choosing global democracy. 

23 As Sidgwick points out ”…the only trustworthy method of avoiding wars among states – as 

among individuals – would be the establishment of a common government able to bring 

overwhelming force to overbear the resistence of any recalcitrant state” (Sidgwick 1891, 209). 
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not desirable. Secondly, what a world government decides about internal boundaries may not 

be normatively acceptable. 

 A single world government would simply have too much power. As Lord Acton put it 

more than a century ago, “power tends to corrupt, and absolute power  corrupts absolutely”. A 

world government would also be much too remote from ordinary people for there to be 

anything like a sense of democratic participation among the latter. Moreover, there is hardly a 

sufficient sense of solidarity and community among people in different parts of the world for 

there to exist a common political project; hence, a world government might easily come to be 

oppressive against substantial minorities of the world population. In short, the virtues of 

democratic government can probably not be realized on a global scale. Besides, a single 

global government would lack political competitors. The electorate would have nothing to 

compare it with, and this may easily lead to stagnation and apathy. 

 The principle of subsidiarity is of course meant to counteract these drawbacks. But it 

presupposes distinct boundaries between – and within – various parts of the global 

community, and there is no guarantee that the world government, or the constitution 

introduced by the world parliament, will fix these internal boundaries in a normatively 

acceptable way. As we noted above, the fact that a boundary problem has been solved by 

democratic means does not guarantee that this solution is a good solution.  

 

Conclusion 

The claim that the boundary problem cannot be solved within democratic theory can be 

understood in different ways. On one rather natural interpretation it is false. So Dahl and 

Whelan are wrong. Democratic theory may be taken to involve the norm that political 

problems should be solved by democratic methods, and the boundary problem is a political 

problem that can indeed be solved by democratic methods. It can be “solved” in the sense that 
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interested parties can use democratic methods in order to achieve various solutions and that 

the application of such methods to the issue in question will yield some outcome (which may 

or may not be equal to the status quo). This may not seem very promising, but it is after all 

neither more nor less than can be promised by democracy in other cases of political conflict.   

 However, as mentioned above, a democratic solution is not necessarily a good solution. 

Consequently, one might be tempted to try to invent some normative principle that could 

single out good solutions of boundary problems, whether or not such solution can be achieved 

in practice by democratic means. But from the point of view of democratic theory this is not a 

very natural project. Boundary problems are political problems – at least if they are actually 

recognized by people as real problems – and according to democratic theory political 

problems should be handled by democratic methods, not by normative principles.  

 For example, it seems that there may easily be a conflict between democracy and 

efficiency when boundary problems become acute. Democracy may favor smaller sovereign 

states, while efficiency is a argument for larger states. But different people will tend to weigh 

democracy and efficiency against one another in rather different ways. According to 

democratic theory, such a conflict should be resolved by democratic means. Normative 

principles are not of much use here. Either they are too difficult – or even impossible – to 

apply in practice or else they are themselves controversial. In the latter case, there is still a 

political problem of whether or not they should be applied to the boundary problem in 

question. 

 Moral philosophers have a tendency to believe that normative problems can be solved by 

normative principles. Unfortunately, this is a very problematic assumption. In political 

contexts, it is probably often mistaken. Fortunately, there are other ways of handling political 

problems. 
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