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Thank you for the invitation to address this seminar on the topic of democracy, peace, and elections. With little more than one month to go until Election Day in Bangladesh, it is well worth taking the time to consider the meaning and interrelationships of these key terms. 
I shall begin with a well-known quote by a man who had more experience than most when it comes to the concept of peace and democracy. In the words of Winston Churchill “Democracy is the worst form of Government except all those other forms that have been tried from time to time." In other words, through democracy can be far from perfect, it is infinitely preferable to the jack-boot of totalitarianism.
It is clear that democracy requires peace and stability in order to thrive. A country which is torn by civil war, for instance, cannot function in a fully democratic way, even at the simplest level of holding elections successfully. At the same time, peace also requires democracy. There are many examples of conflicts which started after democracy was denied. The Bangladesh war of independence is certainly one such example. Moreover, even though democracy is not perfect, it is the case that States which are founded on democracy and respect human rights are less likely to lapse into bloodshed and wage aggressive wars.

On a conceptual level, democracy is of course per se a non-violent method of resolving conflict and arriving at common decisions. It is based on discussion and voting where it is agreed in advance that the majority view should prevail. 
Democracy means literally “government of the people”. It is a form of government whereby the people as a whole rule themselves in order to promote their common interest. Defined as such, democracy is an ideal which can be given concrete shape in many different ways. 
In the ancient Greek city states, democracy was direct. Free adult men (so no slaves or women) met in the agora to discuss and decide directly themselves on state matters. In today’s large-size polities, encompassing millions of citizens, democracy is representational: the people’s self-rule is exercised through elected representatives. 

Representative democracy is thus based on elections. They are the chief means by which the citizens of a country can record their political preferences and hold decision-makers to account for their actions while in office.  It is therefore of the utmost importance that the elections are seen as free and fair; otherwise democracy itself is put at risk.
What does “free and fair” mean precisely? These days, EU Election Observation assessments tend to offer a much more developed assessment of elections than a simple judgment about whether elections can be regarded as “free and fair” – for example, we expect at least 30 recommendations to emerge from the current EU observation mission. 
However, as a broad-brush concept, a free and fair election is one which is rooted in respect for key rights such as the freedom of speech, of assembly and the secret exercise of the franchise.  It is also one where political competition takes place on a reasonably level playing field, meaning amongst other things that the institutions and administration governing elections should be rigorously impartial and that candidates and parties should have equal access to state resources and to media coverage. We are all aware of the controversies which persist in Bangladesh with respect to many of these issues. I trust that the Caretaker Government, the Election Commission and all parties will do their utmost to navigate their way out of the present impasse and find the political will and flexibility of approach to address legitimate grievances over the state of preparations for the election.
It is vital, of course, to recognise that democracy cannot be defined exclusively in terms of electoral process.  Free and fair elections are part and parcel of democracy but democracy is a much wider concept than that.  Full respect for human rights is also required in a democracy. We are all witnesses to the tension which can arise when respect for human rights comes into conflict with security concerns or politically motivated drives to fight crime, including through State-sanctioned torture or even murder. To put it succinctly, in a democracy, you should not fear the knock on your door in the dead of the night.
Most importantly there is something rather intangible – but very real – which we could refer to as political culture. This concept relates to the general mindset of the people in a country and the extent to which they have internalised the premises of democracy. Institutions alone – elections, political parties, government, judiciary, and so on – cannot safeguard democracy. It is imperative that the people think and act “democratically”. I would mention three key elements of a democratic political culture. 

First, the notion of equality is fundamental. Every human being has the same worth and thus the same rights. “One person-one vote”, for instance, is a basic tenet of democracy and it is directly based on the view that all citizens are equal.
Second, I would like to mention the respect of difference and the right to dissent. Disagreement is the heart and soul of democracy.  It is a reasonable assumption that a free and open debate produces better decisions and contributes to holding the government accountable for its actions.   
Third, there must be an element of trust between citizens in general as well as between the political leaders. This includes in particular trust that your political opponents share your own commitment to democracy and that they will respect the rules of the game.
In other words, it does not only take institutions to build a democracy: the democratic mindset of the people is just as significant. I believe that when you have both, the chances of creating a democratic society which resolves internal conflicts peacefully are multiplied.
This has some relevance at the inter-state level as well. You may have heard about the theory of “democratic peace”, which maintains that democracies do not go to war against each other. As a matter of fact, there are few if any examples of democracies at war in modern times. 
The EU is a particularly successful example of how states can come together and cooperate peacefully. There has been a lot of effort put into making the EU as such more democratic. This is of course primarily intended to give EU citizens more influence over decisions that concern them. But it can also be seen as a way of making the EU sustainable in the long run. As you can imagine, it is not an easy task to make 25 – soon 27 – Member States work together. It is correctly assumed that democratic input will facilitate this task. 
Moreover, encouraging democracy across the globe serves other important ends, in addition to making wars less likely. Democratic States, which respect human rights and the rule of law make more reliable trading partners. With the EU accounting for around one-quarter of the world’s gross domestic product and one-fifth of the world’s trade flows, this is a factor which we cannot afford to ignore. 

Democratic and human rights-based States are also more likely to take their international commitments seriously. When States undertake obligations – whether in the trade, armaments, human rights or any other field – compliance should be the expectation. 

In conclusion, I would like to underline that democracy is a human system of government and thus is not without flaws. 
Recently, the magazine The Economist rated democracy in 167 countries on a scale from 0-10. Bangladesh was ranked 75th with a score of 6.11. Not even the most democratic country in the world, according to this listing – Sweden – scored 10 out of 10! 
No democracy will ever be perfect. But it is possible to improve a democratic system over time, building on the experience gained along the way. In this respect, elections are not only about selecting representatives for governing a country: they are also an opportunity for the people to reaffirm their commitment to democracy and their desire to resolve common challenges and conflicts peacefully. 
I very much hope that the Bangladeshi people will once again seize this opportunity come Election Day, and I would like to express the wish that the elections will be fair, peaceful and transparent – and, equally important, perceived and accepted as such.

Thank you for your attention.
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