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INTRODUCTION

The rise of democracy is one of the great narratives of Western his-
tory. The principle of political power originating from the people is so
widely held an assumption in modern democratic states that we do not
necessarily come to think about the far from self-evident rise of such a
notion even in the history of countries that now regard themselves as
leading democracies. “Popular sovereignty and representative democ-
racy emerged with the Enlightenment and the American and French
Revolutions,” we are apt to think, without delving any deeper into an
analysis of the problematic aspects of the rise and association of these
originally separate concepts in the eighteenth century.

The rise of democracy has also been a constant object of interest for
political scientists and philosophers, sometimes also for historians.'
This book does not follow a conventional approach to the history of
political philosophy; it does not focus on the contextualization and
analysis of the thinking of individual political philosophers. Instead, I
suggest that the histories of the concepts of popular sovereignty and
democracy should also be studied by analysing the debates in which
leading political decision-makers were involved. I am thus interested
in the practical everyday use of political language and the recycling
and creation of new meanings for political concepts by their active
use in political arguments. What is of special interest here is the use
of references to the people to legitimate political order in the past, not
some philosophical or sociological concept of ‘the people’. While the
conceptualizations of past political phenomena by individual thinkers
provide the starting point of the analysis, our main interest will rather
lie in how entire political communities understood the political role
of the people in a wide variety of ways. The object of study is the use
of references to the political role of the people in eighteenth-century
parliamentary debates by a large number of leading politicians. This is
also a comparative study in that the debates are analysed not only in
their relevant political contexts at the national level but also through

! For an attempt to write a total history of the events of the late eighteenth century
as a “democratic” movement, see Palmer 1959, 4, and Palmer 1964, 572.



2 INTRODUCTION

comparisons with parallel debates in the representative institution of
another country.

The main question is how—and to what extent—the political estab-
lishments of two Western European countries with inherited rep-
resentative institutions adopted the notions of democracy and the
sovereignty of the people in the eighteenth century, which is when
such concepts received clearer expression, recognition and acceptance
in parliamentary and public debates. What was the actual reception
of the notions of democracy and popular sovereignty—as formulated
by philosophers—in parliamentary debates? And what kind of inter-
action was there between political thinking and the practical every-
day use of the language of politics? After all, by the mid-eighteenth
century, significant debates on the political role of the people were
emerging both within representative institutions and in the expand-
ing and increasingly free published literature. It is worth considering
the importance of the different types of political discourse in mould-
ing prevalent notions of democracy and the sovereignty of the people:
was the agenda of political discourse set by the published literature or
by parliamentary debates? And if both of them set it, did they do so
separately or in interaction?

Britain and Sweden have been chosen for comparison for three rea-
sons. Firstly, the people of the time felt that the constitutions of the
two countries had a lot in common and differed from those of the
rest of Europe. Both were countries with a mixed constitution of some
sort: Britain was a kingdom in which Parliament had enjoyed con-
siderable financial and legislative power ever since the 1690s, while
Sweden was a kingdom in which royal political influence had been
taken over by the Senate and a Diet controlled by the higher estates
since the 1720s. Secondly, Britain and Sweden are countries in which
there exist significant comparable records of parliamentary debates at
the national level. The third reason for choosing Britain and Sweden
is that relatively little work on such evolutionary representative gov-
ernments is available in comparison with the monumental amount of
work done on the American and French Revolutions. The reception
of ideas from these revolutions in systems that experienced no open
revolution themselves yet contributed to the modernization of Euro-
pean political cultures deserves more attention. Research has quite
recently suggested that the British opposed rather than contributed
to the formation of a modern concept of democracy in the 1790s,
whereas the suggestion with regard to Sweden has been that an early
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democracy was already emerging there by 1772. Both claims call for
qualifications.

The representative institutions from which the debates analysed here
have been selected are the Houses of Parliament in Britain and the
Swedish four-estate Diet. Although these institutions differed signifi-
cantly in structure and procedure, as we shall learn in Chapter One,
the debates which took place in them had surprisingly many subjects,
popular arguments and cross-border references in common so that
a contextualized comparison of the use of political language in them
seems highly applicable. Indeed, the contemporaries themselves car-
ried out such comparisons. Thus there should be no impediment to
describing the debates of the British House of Lords and discussions
in some joint committees of the Swedish Estates under the umbrella
concept ‘parliamentary debates’ or to studying them side by side, albeit
in their own particular contexts.” Naturally, such a procedure is not
intended to imply that the estate system of the Swedish realm consti-
tuted a “parliament” entirely like the British one. The relative impor-
tance of the British House of Commons certainly grew towards the end
of the eighteenth century, whereas the Swedish Diet lost most of its
political significance with the Gustavian coup in 1772. Both were rep-
resentative institutions, however, and in both the leading statesmen of
the time debated the issues of the day and, as a side effect, defined the
classical political concepts of the people and democracy and adapted
to new political ideas such as the sovereignty of the people. The con-
temporaries were happy to view the two constitutions as comparable,
although they did tend to regard their own constitution as superior to
the other one. The Dutch estate system was also occasionally seen as
comparable in some respects.

A possible subject for future research would be the comparative
analysis of the concepts of democracy and popular sovereignty in

2 For corresponding comparative research on the use of concepts in debates in
the present-day British and Swedish parliaments, see Ilie 2004a, 1-3, which analyses
the “cross-institutional conceptual features” of “the roughly comparable discursive
uses and argumentative functions” of British and Swedish “key words (and their col-
locates)” as used in parliamentary debates. Ilie has been particularly interested in “the
shifting semantic properties, as well as the discursive and argumentative functions” of
two nearly synonymous English and Swedish words and in “the connotations that they
acquire in connection with their respective collocates in [...] parliamentary debates.”
The comparative study of the semantics of parliamentary debates thus turns out to be
highly relevant from the point of view of present-day linguistics as well.
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parliamentary speaking in all late eighteenth-century representative
assemblies. Such a study should include not only Britain and Swe-
den but also the United States, France and the Batavian Republic,
and perhaps also Poland and some regional assemblies of the Ger-
man-speaking countries, including Switzerland. The people of the
time occasionally regarded Poland as a free state alongside Britain,
Sweden and the Dutch Republic, though almost always referring to
it as a warning example rather than a model instance of such a state.
Poland has been excluded from this study on the basis of its weaken-
ing political situation as a country subject to divisions and because of
the more limited availability of records on the debates. The German
regional assemblies lacked equivalent national contexts with a free
public debate. There was free debate in Denmark for some time after
1770, but Denmark had no representative estates. There are no extant
minutes of the debates of the General Estates or the Estates of Holland,
and the debates of the Batavian National Assembly are perhaps better
compared with those of the French revolutionary assemblies. Immedi-
ate democracy was realized in Switzerland only at the local and can-
tonal levels, not at the national level. Debates in the assemblies of the
early United States certainly came to play a role in the long run, but
their influence on contemporary Europe remained limited and was
communicated mainly through published literature. As far as France
is concerned, this book utilizes the existing research on the political
language of the Revolution rather than embarking on an analysis of
the distinctly innovative revolutionary assemblies.

Focusing on the British Parliament and the Swedish Diet, therefore,
I shall address the following questions: how was the notion that all
political power is derived from the people expressed in these tradi-
tional representative institutions, and how strong was it at different
times in the eighteenth century? The emergence of neologisms such as
“the sovereignty of the people” deserves extra attention here. It is also
worth considering whether the idea of the popular origin of power led
to calls for the active participation of the people in politics. This ques-
tion can be extended to concern the limits of such participation and
attempts to solve the contrast between original and active sovereignty
of the people through the concept of representation.

I am also interested in finding out at what point the people of the
time began to view “democracy” in a positive way that differed from
the pejorative classical concept of democracy. It is not evident that
they yet used the concept to define their political system, their political



