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Liberalism and democracy 

Friedrich von Hayek 

  

By the insistence on a law which is the same for all, and the consequent opposition to all legal 
privilege, liberalism came to be closely associated with the movement for democracy. In the 
struggle for constitutional government in the nineteenth century, the liberal and the 
democratic movements indeed were often indistinguishable. Yet in the course of time the 
consequence of the fact that the two doctrines were in the last resort concerned with different 
issues became more and more apparent. Liberalism is concerned with the functions of 
government and particularly with the limitation of all its powers.  

  

Democracy is concerned with the question of who is to direct government. Liberalism 
requires that all power, and therefore also that of the majority, be limited. Democracy came to 
regard current majority opinion as the only criterion of the legitimacy of the powers of 
government. The difference between the two principles stands out most clearly if we consider 
their opposites: with democracy it is authoritarian government; with liberalism it is 
totalitarianism. Neither of the two systems necessarily excludes the opposite of the other: a 
democracy may well wield totalitarian powers, and it is at least conceivable that an 
authoritarian government might act on liberal principles. 

  

Liberalism is thus incompatible with unlimited democracy, just as it is incompatible 
with all other forms of unlimited government. It presupposes the limitation of the powers even 
of the representatives of the majority by requiring a commitment to principles either explicitly 
laid down in a constitution or accepted by general opinion so as to effectively confine 
legislation. 

  

Thus, though the consistent application of liberal principles leads to democracy, 
democracy will preserve liberalism only if, and so long as, the majority refrains from using its 
powers to confer on its supporters special advantages which cannot be similarly offered to all 
citizens. This might be achieved in a representative assembly whose powers were confined to 
passing laws in the sense of general rules of just conduct, on which agreement among a 
majority is likely to exist. But it is most unlikely in an assembly which habitually directs the 
specific measures of government. In such a representative assembly, which combines true 
legislative with governmental powers, and which is therefore in the exercise of the latter not 
limited by rules that it cannot alter, the majority is not likely to be based on true agreement on 
principles, but will probably consist of coalitions of various organized interests which will 
mutually concede to each other special advantages. Where, as is almost inevitable in a 
representative body with unlimited powers, decisions are arrived at by a bartering of special 



2 
 

benefits to the different groups, and where the formation of a majority capable of governing 
depends on such bartering, it is indeed almost inconceivable that these powers will be used 
only in the true general interests. 

  

But while for these reasons it seems almost certain that unlimited democracy will 
abandon liberal principles in favour of discriminatory measures benefiting the various groups 
supporting the majority, it is also doubtful whether in the long run democracy can preserve 
itself if it abandons liberal principles. If government assumes tasks which are too extensive 
and complex to be effectively guided by majority decisions, it seems inevitable that effective 
powers will devolve to a bureaucratic apparatus increasingly independent of democratic 
control. It is therefore not unlikely that the abandonment of liberalism by democracy will in 
the long run also lead to the disappearance of democracy. There can, in particular, be little 
doubt that the kind of directed economy towards which democracy seems to be tending 
requires for its effective conduct a government with authoritarian powers. 

 


