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Financial journalists write about companies, markets and economics. But in the last few years, it became clear that the debt crisis which broke in 2007 was having a much broader impact – on politics and on society. This was clearly brought home as governments throughout the developed world fell from office and, in some cases, as technocrats became prime ministers. As my last book argued, high debt levels create a conflict between creditors and debtors, in which the former try to safeguard their capital and the latter try to reduce the burden of debt servicing. These issues raise tricky battles for democracies as well as for economic policy – should creditors be paid off if the result is a loss of wealth for ordinary citizens? Or do countries need the goodwill of creditors if they are to prosper in the long run?

Democracies are struggling to deal with these problems. The ‘bargain’ between politicians and voters is that the former generate a continually rising standard of living for the latter. But after 2007 developed economies seem to have stopped growing. Elected leaders have to deal with the demands of the markets on the one hand and the hopes of the voters on the other, all at a time when politicians are staggeringly unpopular. All this inspired me to look back at the early debates about democracy, and I found that the issues that concern us today also worried Plato, Aristotle and the American founding fathers. In turn, that made me worry that democracy might be more fragile than most people assume. I hope that this book can make a small contribution to promoting democratic reform. If I can only start readers thinking more deeply about some of the issues concerned – for example, the balance between minority and majority rights, between economic efficiency and political accountability or the role that democracy can play in dealing with issues that cut across national borders – this book will have achieved something. As the footnotes and bibliography will show, there has been much work by excellent authors in these areas.
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Introduction


Democracy perishes by two excesses, the aristocracy of those who govern, or the contempt of the people for the authorities which it has itself established.

Maximilien de Robespierre




Don’t vote. It only encourages them.

graffiti



Democracy seems to be enjoying a moment of triumph. Almost half the world’s population now lives in a democratic state:1 the ‘Arab spring’, the series of revolts that began in Tunisia in December 2010, may add more countries to the total. Many believe that rising prosperity will eventually force China into the democratic camp.

But in the countries of Europe and North America where modern democracy first took root, the picture seems much less healthy. Voter turnout has fallen; politicians are held in low esteem; support for extremist parties is on the rise. The financial crisis that began in 2007 has raised some troubling questions about the ability of developed countries to maintain an economic model based on a combination of high social spending, complex tax codes and volatile financial markets. Nearly 70 years of economic activism, first with fiscal policy (the balance of tax and government spending) and then with monetary policy (the level of interest rates and the amount of money in the economy), has left most Western nations with huge debts, near-zero interest rates and sluggish growth.

Furthermore, democracy seems to be failing to live up to one of its main attractions: the ability to deliver higher living standards for the ordinary person. Instead, it seems to be rigged in favour of a few groups that receive preferential treatment from the government, such as the banks or multinational corporations. Those groups fund the political parties and, in some cases, take a direct place in government. Each citizen may have an equal vote; few believe that each citizen has equal influence.

Just at the moment when politicians are dealing with the tricky issues of slow growth, budget deficits and an ageing population, they find they have staggeringly low public support. In January 2013 a survey of Americans found that Congressmen and Congresswomen were less popular than cockroaches and traffic jams.2 A YouGov opinion poll in January 2012 found that 62% of Britons agreed with the statement that ‘politicians tell lies all the time – you can’t believe a word they say’.3 Turnout in national elections has been falling since the 1970s in many countries of the Western world; recent turnout levels are around a fifth lower than those of four decades ago. Voters are even less willing to trek to the polls for local elections or for the European Parliament.

The cynicism of voters in the developed world is, in part, the result of a series of scandals that have shown politicians willing to cheat on both their expenses and their spouses, and to break the solemn promises they made to voters before their election. Many people also have the feeling that, in practice, there is little difference between the main parties; that, however citizens vote, policies will not change. Like the creatures at the end of George Orwell’s Animal Farm gazing at the oppressive humans and the supposedly sympathetic pigs, the voters can no longer tell the difference.

As a report on European right-wing voters noted:


The sense that many of the key discussions take place behind closed doors where parties hash out compromises, among a tight circle of people who have often been to school and to university together … can easily fuel the feeling that the prevailing modus operandi is not so much a consensus as a stitch-up.4



In Europe, support for the main parties has ebbed away in favour of single-issue parties, some serious, some frivolous and some plain nasty. Neo-fascists, complete with swastika-like symbols and ‘Heil Hitler’ salutes, managed to gain seats in the Greek Parliament on a programme of mining the borders to prevent immigration.

The disillusionment of voters is fed by the way that politicians are portrayed in the media. Long gone is the age of deference in which journalists addressed political leaders as ‘sir’ and reported their words with reverence. When our leaders are not mocked on comedy shows, they are denounced as traitors or crooks on talk shows. Nowadays we save our reverent tones for film stars and musicians, at least until we get bored with them too. Like Basil Fawlty, the hotel manager in John Cleese’s classic comedy, we seem to have no middle ground; either we fawn over those in the public eye or we treat them with appalling rudeness.

Our hostility towards our leaders does not help them govern. Think about whether you yourself would like to take the decisions that our leaders have to make every day; do they send troops to a struggling country like Mali, risk being sucked into an endless war, only to be accused of being bloodthirsty meddling fools? Or do they stand aside (as the West did in Rwanda), only to be accused of callous racism? Would you want your expenses and tax details examined in fine detail, your appearance and taste in clothing mocked, your children photographed and bullied? If not, how can we expect to recruit good people into politics?

As if the press and TV are not bad enough, the Internet is a haven for conspiracy theorists and trolls, who can use the anonymity of the Web to spew abuse without comeback. Sometimes it seems as if it is no longer possible for reasonable people to disagree reasonably; unpopular views on the part of a politician are often automatically taken as a sign of corrupt motives or moral turpitude.

Our modern democratic mechanism is a long way from the Athenian ideal of civilized people discussing issues in an open forum. In some ways, this is a good thing; the Athenians excluded women and slaves from voting. Direct participation is also much harder to organize in a society where voters number in their tens of millions, not a few thousand. Modern societies delegate their decisions to elected representatives. But even those representatives have passed control to another set of unelected experts, such as central bankers, who have enormous power over the economy. We have a system not just of delegation but of double delegation.

Double delegation means that the democratic rights of citizens of the developed world are more restricted than they might think. Constitutions and laws have been written to protect the rights of minorities against tyrannical majorities. Countries join international bodies, and sign conventions and treaties, that limit their ability to pass certain laws or behave in certain ways. Being a member of the European Union, for example, means that voters in Britain or Spain cannot stop the citizens of other EU countries from migrating to their countries. International courts can overrule domestic Parliaments, as when the European Court of Human Rights told the British government it could not deport the terror suspect Abu Qutada.

It is possible, of course, to justify all these individual instances of the voters being overruled. International agreements are needed if global issues are to be tackled; history suggests that the rights of minorities can be oppressed in individual countries, so legal rights are needed. In theory, of course, a democracy can vote to withdraw from all these obligations.

Nevertheless, there is a mismatch between the modern notion of democracy as an ideal and the modern practice of restricting democracy’s scope in a wide range of areas. Is democracy the best system of government, or is it not? How do we decide as a society which issues are fit for democratic decision-making and which are not? If we need central banks to decide the level of interest rates, do we need other experts to decide on the right level of taxes and spending? If voters are not competent to decide on the big economic issues of the day, what are they competent to decide about? Once democracy ceases to be an absolute right, and becomes one factor to be balanced among many, it is easy to see how it can be undermined further.

HISTORY AS A MOVING WALKWAY

Are all these problems overstated? Most people will probably say that these problems are nothing out of the ordinary; politics is a long series of crises that we muddle through in the end. Over the long run, the natural trend of society is towards democracy. Twenty years ago, in his influential book The End of History and the Last Man,5 Francis Fukuyama suggested that liberal democracy had won the ideological battle; it (not communism) was the final stage of historical development.

But history is not like the moving walkways at an airport, bearing passengers relentlessly towards their destination. Sometimes, the forward progress can be rudely interrupted. For much of history, most of mankind was ruled by monarchies or hereditary elites. It was not until the mid to late eighteenth century that any society regarded Athenian democracy as a model to be imitated.

It is easy to think that because most Western countries have been democratic in living memory, they will always remain so. But history can be capricious. In the mid-1980s most people thought that Eastern Europe would be communist for the foreseeable future. By the early twentieth century, the Hapsburgs had been dynastic rulers for more than six hundred years and the Romanovs for four hundred; yet by 1918 both had been swept away. Where citizens had the choice, democracy gained adherents because it seemed much more appealing than monarchies or one-party states. But as Samuel Huntington said, ‘democracy is a solution to the problem of tyranny but not necessarily to anything else’.6

In his last book,7 the late Tony Judt wrote that ‘Few in the West today can conceive of a complete breakdown of liberal institutions, an utter disintegration of the democratic consensus.’ But Northern Ireland’s history in the twentieth century shows that democracy can become unworkable if the community is sufficiently divided. A built-in Protestant majority, bolstered by gerrymandered constituencies and a link between property ownership and voting, discriminated against Catholics, particularly in employment. The result was a civil rights campaign, British Army involvement, a surge in terrorism and suspension of rule by the Belfast Parliament. And former Yugoslavia provides a horrifying recent example of how communities that had lived side by side for centuries could start killing each other.

Indeed, the history of democracy has been a series of ‘two steps forward, one step back’. In the 1920s and 1930s many European countries slipped back into authoritarianism in the face of economic distress. The Great Depression appeared to indicate that liberal capitalism had failed to guarantee jobs and prosperity for all and that a planned economy was required; countries had to choose between communism and right-wing authoritarianism as practised by Mussolini, Franco or, most malignly, Hitler.

Even in the 1970s, as the post-war boom decayed into stagflation (high unemployment and rising prices), Western democracy appeared to totter. Under the 1970–74 Heath government, Britain suffered five states of emergency, complete with power cuts and strikes, along with bombings by the IRA. Abroad, terrorists were active in Greece, West Germany, Italy and Japan, while the leader of the free world, President Richard Nixon, resigned in 1974 before he was impeached. Willy Brandt, the West German chancellor, feared that ‘parliamentary democracy in Western Europe could disappear in 20 or 30 years’. The Financial Times commentator (now Sir) Samuel Brittan gave a speech in which he said that ‘liberal representative democracy’ had proved incompatible with excessive economic expectations on the part of the public and the pursuit of group self-interest.8 In a febrile atmosphere, there was open speculation about a British military coup and the Labour prime minister, Harold Wilson, fretted about MI5 plots against him. The experience of Chile, where Salvador Allende, the elected left-wing president, was overthrown in 1973 by the armed forces under General Augusto Pinochet, was a chilling omen for the left. Peregrine Worsthorne, a Telegraph columnist, wrote that, faced with the threat of communism, ‘I hope and pray our armed forces would intervene to prevent such a calamity as efficiently as the armed forces did in Chile.’9

That democracy survived the turmoil of the 1970s does not mean it will necessarily pass the current test. Democracies did not emerge as the dominant system after an intellectual debate between competing models; they evolved through a process of political give and take.

When democracy started to gain ground in the last half of the nineteenth century, it was a response to the rising power of the ‘ordinary people’ as they moved away from the farms to the cities and factories, workplaces where they could mingle and demonstrate. The vote was granted by the ruling classes of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as a way of buying off the ordinary citizen and heading off the danger of revolution.

The ‘liberal democracies’ that were created respected property rights as well as the individual franchise; after the Russian Revolution of 1917, this placed them in stark contrast with the communist world, where economic equality was deemed more important than voting rights. Liberal democracies are not just concerned with the vote. They have a free press, competing political parties, an independent judiciary and (to varying degrees) guaranteed rights for minorities. Citizens are free to complain and to demonstrate; to write books and to make art that lampoons those in power.

But whereas most citizens welcome these rights, that is not all they want. Right from the start, those who campaigned for democracy saw it as a means to an end, rather than an end itself; as a way of getting more rights for themselves as workers and a bigger share of national GDP (Gross Domestic Product). Some thinkers have viewed this bargain in cynical terms. In the 1940s the American political scientist Joseph Schumpeter regarded democracy as a competition for power between members of the elite who were offering the equivalent of bribes to the electorate.10

The recent rise in inequality, particularly marked in America and Britain, has been accompanied by a huge gain in wealth for those who work in the financial sector, which many voters believe has not been accompanied by significant economic improvements (unlike, say, the success of the technology sector). Indeed, the main result of finance’s dominant position in the economy has been a banking crisis that required taxpayer bailouts to keep the financial elite in business. The natural temptation is to wonder whether different systems might have delivered better outcomes. The Occupy protests that emerged in late 2011 may not have generated a coherent political platform but they nevertheless articulated a genuine sentiment; that the 1% had benefited at the expense of the 99%.

Then there is the authoritarian impulse. Early states developed as a way of giving their citizens a form of physical security against the risk of robbery or murder by wandering raiders, and from invasions by rival states. The bargain (admittedly more implicit than explicit) was that the political rights of citizens were subordinate to the needs of national security. Even in modern times it is striking that, during wars or in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, citizens seem willing to see their political rights curtailed in the name of security. Age-old privileges, like protection against imprisonment without trial, have been eroded; taboos against the use of torture have been weakened.

We can slide back if we are not careful. The ‘war on terror’ can be used to justify ever more intrusive measures by the state – phone-tapping and e-mail surveillance, for example. In seeking to safeguard our democracies we may dilute the qualities that make them special.

This is not just the view of this author. In September 2012 the Independent, a British newspaper, launched a reform campaign with the slogan ‘Our Democracy is Desperately Sick’,11 while the Financial Times columnist Gideon Rachman wrote that ‘Democracy is the loser’ as Europeans battled to save their currency.12 The Economist Intelligence Unit’s 2011 report on the subject was headlined ‘Democracy under Stress’. The United Nations Research Institute for Social Development decreed that ‘technocratic styles of policymaking pose a threat to democracy’.13

This book is designed as a wake-up call. It is natural for those of us who have lived our adult lives in peaceful Western democracies to become blasé about the benefits of the system and cynical about the motives of our rulers. This cynicism is not entirely misplaced; special interests have too powerful a voice in our system. But we have not fought hard enough for reform.

Let me start by making three points clear, to avoid any possible misinterpretation. This book contains much analysis of the flaws within democracy, but it is not an argument against democracy. I agree with Churchill that ‘democracy is the worst form of government except for all the others that have been tried’.

As citizens of the developed world in the twenty-first century, we should appreciate our luck, even if we do not vote and could not pick our local member of Parliament or Congress out of a line-up. We are living in an age when we have the chance to throw out our rulers in a peaceful way; for most of history, this option was not available. In the developing world, many citizens would love to have a freedom equivalent to ours. The remaining autocracies and one-party states do not respect the rights of their citizens and are marked by corruption that outstrips the petty scandals of expense claims and back-door funding of candidates that can dominate media coverage of politicians in Europe and the United States.

Second, this book does not parrot the agenda of the left or the right. There will be arguments that conservatives nod their heads at and there will be chapters that appeal to the centre-left. But the book is not a call for the abolition of the welfare state, or the end of free trade or the nationalization of the banking sector. It argues that the cumulative effect of left-wing and right-wing policies has landed us in this mess.

Third, this book is not predicting the arrival of a new Hitler or Stalin. It is true that there are some modern parallels with the 1930s, which were marked by a retreat from democracy as European economies struggled. But this does not mean that we will all turn into fascists and communists or that Europe will descend into war.

Nevertheless, plenty of unpleasant outcomes are possible. People may continue to vote, but in elections that change nothing, because the result is preordained. This is already the case for many voters in first-past-the-post electoral systems in America and Britain, where very few seats change hands. If you are a Democrat in Alabama, or a Conservative in Wales, your vote is effectively wasted. No doubt this is one of the factors behind the decline in turnout in many countries: the feeling that one’s vote is wasted.

Even countries with systems of proportional representation do not solve this problem. Voters cast their ballots but the government is formed in behind-the-scenes negotiations between party leaders; the resulting coalition may be one that few voters ever envisaged. It may also pursue policies that are a compromise between the manifestos of two parties, and thus disliked by both sets of voters. The effect is to sever the connection between the individual voter and the actions of government.

The developing world has long been plagued by sham votes, in which polls are held but the outcome is known in advance; the form of democracy is observed but the substance is ignored. The danger is that the developed world too will start to slip down this same path and jaded voters will not care enough to stop the decline.

A long-standing problem is money. In America, elected politicians spend much of their time in office raising funds for the next election; in the case of the House of Representatives, this occurs every two years. As a result, politicians can become beholden to the interest groups that finance them; this can also be true in Europe, where left-wing parties rely on the trade unions and right-wing parties depend on business.

But Western nations in general are also becoming dependent on foreign creditors. This restricts the range of economic policies they can follow; if they adopt the ‘wrong’ policies, they will lose access to finance. They may then be forced into the hands of fellow governments or official creditors like the International Monetary Fund. Those creditors may then insist on policy changes before they lend more money.

This phenomenon is not new. Britain’s disastrous Suez invasion of 1956 was cut short when President Eisenhower threatened to withdraw support for the pound. In the early 1980s the French president François Mitterrand was forced to change his socialist programme after the franc came under pressure in response to his programme of nationalization. It is clearly anti-democratic that creditors can veto the decisions of voters, although, equally, countries have no right to demand that others lend them money. Many nations are currently struggling to deal with this dichotomy.

The relationship between voters and foreign creditors points to a much broader question. As a universal model, the nation state is a relatively modern phenomenon. Historically, individuals owed their allegiance to their tribe, their feudal lord or their city. Medieval Italy was a combination of monarchies and city states; Germany was a patchwork of principalities until its reorganization, first by Napoleon and then by Bismarck. African national boundaries were imposed on their citizens by colonial powers. The Versailles settlement after the First World War created a raft of new nations out of the ashes of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. At the same time, voting rights were extended to nearly all men (and some women) in recognition of the efforts of citizen soldiers between 1914 and 1918 and, in part, to head off a repeat of the revolution that had brought the Bolsheviks to power in Russia in 1917.

The nation state and democracy thus developed in tandem. The existence of a national Parliament was a symbol of a nation’s freedom. For good or ill, voters made their decisions at the level of the nation state; for example, their representatives imposed tariffs on foreign goods or reduced defence expenditure. In the post-1945 era, many economic decisions were national; stimulus programmes were implemented to reduce unemployment, for example, or incomes policies to combat inflation.

In the second half of the twentieth century, to the extent that nation states faced a challenge to their authority, it was from minorities within their borders. The broad principle of the Versailles settlement, as enunciated in Woodrow Wilson’s ‘Fourteen Points’, was that people ‘should be accorded the freest opportunity to autonomous development’ – in other words, a people should have the right to rule themselves.14 But the population of Europe was not neatly divided into homelands of ethnic and religious groups, occupying lands that were neatly delineated by natural boundaries like rivers or mountains. Even the vast migrations that marked the end of the Second World War (as the German state disintegrated and its citizens fled eastern Europe) still left a lot of geographical and ethnic untidiness elsewhere in Europe – the long-standing division of Northern Ireland between Catholic and Protestant, the Basques in northern Spain and so on.

In some cases, it took decades (and much blood) before nation states reached a deal with their minorities, based on devolution and power-sharing, and not all disputes have been settled. Even now, there are pressures for independence in regions such as Catalonia (in Spain). By themselves, these campaigns are a sign that the nation state is losing its appeal now that it can no longer appear to deliver the steadily rising incomes that it managed in the post-1945 era.

And while some voters demand more local power, the modern economy has become globalized, with the fate of the European and American consumer dependent on decisions made, for example, in Beijing. Multinational companies may choose to place their production plants in the country with the lowest wages or taxes and to boycott those nations with policies that are not business-friendly; as already noted, international investors can follow the same approach.

The free flow of goods and capital means that a stimulus package in one country might see most of the benefits flow overseas; hand every American $1,000 and many might spend the proceeds on a flat-screen TV from South Korea. Furthermore, there are plenty of non-economic problems like climate change or terrorism or pandemic flu that now require global coordinated action. The actions of one nation – damming a river, polluting the ocean – will have an effect on its neighbours.

International problems demand international solutions. At this point, democracy struggles to find its role. Yes, the leaders of democratic countries have a voice in global decisions, but so do the leaders of autocratic ones. International decision-making is not conducted on a democratic basis; for historic reasons, certain countries on the United Nations Security Council have the power of veto, for example. But if decisions were to be made on a democratic basis, how would that work? Would the citizens of India and China be allowed to outvote (because they are more populous) the citizens of Europe and North America?

These are complex issues. At their heart is the question of legitimacy; citizens of modern democracies may grumble about the laws of their country but, by and large, they obey them because they recognize that such laws have been passed in a ‘fair’ way. Citizens appreciate that they need some system for passing laws to regulate their collective conduct and majority rule seems the fairest way of doing so. Pre-modern societies worked on the assumption that a wise monarch, or the socially superior classes, knew what was best for the nation or that society’s laws were an expression of God’s will (still the theory behind sharia law today). Today’s Western voters are generally unconvinced about the appeal of rule by God or King. For legitimacy to work, voters in the developed world have to feel they have a genuine stake in the making of those laws and that the process is not biased against their group.

Clearly, however, very few voters are involved in, or even aware of, the process by which such laws are actually passed. Modern democracy involves a fair degree of delegation; we elect representatives who make decisions on our behalf. Voters merely have the right to throw the bums out if they do not like the outcome.


RISE OF THE TECHNOCRATS

In the last fifty years or so we have taken the process of delegation one stage further. Elected representatives pass on the responsibility for many policies to experts or technocrats. This may be a sensible way for treating complex issues; we would rather that medicines are approved by bodies like the Food and Drug Administration than by politicians or public vote. But it does raise a question of legitimacy; what is the dividing line between policy areas voters can control and those they can’t?

Global decision-making is another example of double delegation and one where accountability is even more difficult. The danger is that power passes to a kind of permanent technocracy, consisting of central banks or international bodies like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) or World Trade Organization (WTO). In a full technocracy, we would still vote but our opinions would be meaningless; the real decisions would be made elsewhere.15

The European Union is a case in point. It is a bold experiment in international cooperation, with citizens moving freely across national borders and a common currency, the euro, with its own central bank. But decision-making at a 27-state level has been extremely fraught, as the financial crisis has shown. The EU has a democratic deficit. While there is a common Parliament, voter turnout is much lower than at the national level and the powers of the elected representatives are severely circumscribed. Economic integration has been a top-down rather than a bottom-up process, with the leaders of France and Germany tending to push the process forward. When voters have opposed EU projects, such as the referenda on the Lisbon treaty on political integration, they have been told to vote again. Hostility to the high-handedness of Brussels (where the EU bureaucracy is based) has grown, and not just in traditionally eurosceptic Britain.

The Economist Intelligence Unit gives countries a democratic score based on five categories: the electoral process and pluralism; civil liberties; the functioning of government; political participation; and political culture. In 2011 it found that seven countries in Western Europe, and eleven in Eastern Europe, had a decline in their score. The UK and the US now lag behind Uruguay (and are only just ahead of Costa Rica) on its measure.16

Global issues can be governed by international law, of course. But what gives international law legitimacy? Just as at the national level, international judges are unelected; their decisions can frustrate the will of the majority of one country’s citizens. A current example is the demand by the European Court of Human Rights that Britain give prisoners the vote – a view rejected by 63% of Britons questioned in an opinion poll.17 However, history suggests that the will of the majority may need to be constrained if minority rights are to be protected. Who, however, is to decide how that boundary is to be drawn? The result of judicial independence can be a feeling in the general population that yet another elite is able to override the views of ordinary citizens.

The sense that the really big decisions – economic, legal, environmental – are made outside national borders and outside democratic processes may only add to the contempt that voters feel for their domestic leaders. In their electoral rhetoric, leaders may promise change; but in office, they cannot deliver it even if they try. A January 2012 poll18 of Britons found that a small plurality (47% to 39%, with 14% don’t knows) believed that the British government had largely lost its power to make decisions about the country’s future.

The economic slowdown that began in 2007 has also weakened the appeal of elected leaders. As an obvious example, in 2011 Italy and Greece turned to technocrats, in the form of Mario Monti and Lucas Papademos respectively, to run their countries. In both cases, their appointments were relatively brief. They were brought in to do the dirty work when elected politicians failed in their task. Silvio Berlusconi, who came to office in Italy promising reform, did not deliver it, and the country was one of the slowest-growing economies in the world in the first decade of the twenty-first century.

The appeal of technocrats is that they have received some training in another field – law or economics – as opposed to a politician, who may have spent all of his (or her) career in a party machine. But it is worth remembering that technocrats are capable of huge errors – such as their supervision of the financial system – and that there is no universally agreed theory of economics for them to rely on.

At least a technocracy is a more palatable alternative than the concentration of power in the hands of a business tycoon, such as Berlusconi, who used his newspapers and TV to shore up his support and to undermine his challengers. He was eventually forced out of office by the financial crisis, and the views of Germany and France, rather than by the Italian voters; indeed, his attempted comeback in the February 2013 election showed that almost a third of Italians still supported him.

One only has to look to Russia to see a more malign version of the ‘big man’ phenomenon: the long rule of Vladimir Putin. The outward trappings of democracy have been maintained; for a while President Putin even stood aside for Dmitry Medvedev and accepted the (notional) secondary rule of prime minister to meet the constitutional niceties. But it was no surprise when he was re-elected president in 2012. Many opponents were simply intimidated out of challenging him; those who did risk a campaign laboured under a huge disadvantage in terms of finances and media coverage.

Perhaps strong men will emerge in other countries, promising to sweep away the old elites. The appeal of the outsider is a familiar historical theme, dating back to Cincinnatus, who was recalled from his farm in 458 BC to defend Rome from invasion but who then resigned his office (returning the symbolic fasces, or bundle of sticks) after he had succeeded in his task. In recent memory, Dwight Eisenhower, a five-star general and Supreme Allied Commander towards the end of the Second World War, was elected President of the United States in 1952, while Charles de Gaulle was recalled to the French leadership in 1958 in the middle of the Algerian crisis. In the aftermath of a war, military men are seen to be the ones with the ‘right stuff’; now it is economists and central bankers who seem to be the men of the hour.

Many politicians define themselves as being against the established elite, even when they appear to come from within it. The essence of Margaret Thatcher’s appeal was her status as the common-sense middle-class housewife, battling the inefficient social democratic consensus that had landed Britain in its mid-1970s economic mess. In America, Sarah Palin burst onto the scene in 2008 when she was nominated as the Republican vice-presidential candidate, and earned a brief blaze of popularity as a plain-speaking outsider who could connect with ordinary voters. Herman Cain, a former pizza magnate, had a similarly short-lived burst of fame in the 2012 US primaries. The appeal of Palin and Cain came in part because they did not use the same tired political language as the existing leadership, although in both cases it was quickly demonstrated that their simple language was in large part due to their failure to have studied the policy options in any significant detail.

The success of Beppe Grillo, a comedian, in getting 25% of the vote in the Italian elections of February 2013 showed the willingness of voters to support a party outside of the mainstream. One day, an outsider may sweep into power and argue that we need not bother with the arcane and boring processes of Parliamentary democracy any more. Who needs politicians when they have so obviously failed? That was the nature of the appeal of Mussolini in Italy or Franco in Spain; men of action who swept away the squabbling and corrupt political elites. A similar rationale was used to justify military takeovers in Latin America in the 1970s and is still used in Africa today.

Perhaps all this seems outlandish. After all, in 2012, we have seen power pass peacefully in France from Nicolas Sarkozy to François Hollande, and the world’s most powerful country, America, has seen more than 120 million citizens vote in the presidential election. How can such a system possibly disintegrate?

But think of a democracy not as the inevitable result of historical processes, but merely as one system of government, which may be as perishable as any other. Athenian democracy was replaced, at times, by tyrants; the Roman Republic was replaced by emperors and the Empire itself eventually crumbled.

As they have developed, democracies have been plagued by a number of questions. Who should vote? Who should rule, and how much latitude should those rulers have? How should the votes be counted? On what scale should a democracy be organized; local, regional, national or even global? What rights should a minority have? Are there other factors (equality or justice, say) that should take priority over democracy? The answers to these questions have been different at different times and our understanding of the term ‘democracy’ has changed as a result.

Democracy’s modern success may be the source of its weakness. When populations rebelled in the nineteenth century, as in the European revolutions of 1848, they fought against the established powers, which were absolute monarchies; democracy was the weapon of change. Now it is democracy that is the old order. For those who feel that the economic system is failing, the switch from Sarkozy to Hollande (or Gordon Brown to David Cameron) may seem insufficiently radical. For those who were opposed to the Iraq war, the failure of politicians to respond to the peaceful protests against it was equally alienating.

In short, there may be significant parts of the population who feel the current regime lacks legitimacy; on the left, because politicians have failed to stop rising inequality or military adventures; on the right, because politicians have failed to stop immigration or the transfer of power to international bodies. And then there are religious or ethnic minorities who feel alienated because of the West’s ‘war on terror’. Of course, there will always be dissatisfied groups within society but these will be outweighed by the broad mass of people who are content with the status quo. Lose that support and the system will really be under threat. And that is why the current widespread contempt for politicians is so disturbing. Democracies thus face ‘top-down’ threats, as power shifts from the nation state to multinational bodies and international creditors, and ‘bottom-up’ threats, as voters, disillusioned by their apparent powerlessness and disappointed in their leadership, are tempted by the extremes.

This book will attempt to deal with all these themes, starting with how the idea of democracy was criticized by thinkers for much of history. I will then ponder the evidence of its growing unpopularity, declining voter turnout and public attitudes to politicians; look at the history of how modern democracy came into being; and examine the economic problems faced by modern democracies. Then it will be time to look at the rise of extremist parties; at the way the modern media and the Internet are polarizing the political debate; and at how democracies are willing to erode liberties in the face of terrorism. Chapter 9 will be devoted to the continent where democracy looks most threatened – Europe – before I turn in Chapter 10 to the main issues in America, inequality and the control of the rich over democratic funding. The penultimate chapter will look at the power of unelected bodies and attempt to frame the theoretical and practical issues facing democracy today. And, finally, Chapter 12 will look at ways we might be able to refresh democracy; the solutions may require a change in the attitude of individual citizens. We must re-engage with our political system. The fault lies not with our politicians alone, but in what we have asked them to do in our name.
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A Turbulent History


This city is free and ruled by no one man

The people reign, in annual succession

They do not yield the power to the rich

The poor man has an equal share in it.

Euripides, The Suppliants



While we tend to think of our democratic traditions as starting in Athens more than two thousand years ago, the Athenian democracy was quite different from our own system. Only male citizens had the vote; not women and definitely not slaves. The democracy took place in an assembly, which every citizen had a right to attend. The agenda for each meeting was drawn up by a council of 500, with members chosen by lot; an executive of 50 was formed from that 500 and a chairman (again selected by lot) from within that 50.

Taking part was seen as a citizen’s duty. According to the historian Thucydides, the orator Pericles said that ‘we alone regard the man who takes no part in public affairs, not as one who minds his own business, but as good for nothing’. This was government, town-hall style, with citizens (many of whom knew each other) debating the issues of the day. We don’t have many records of how the system worked, but presumably the Athenians suffered from the same irritations as those of us who attend modern-day meetings: pompous windbags, nit-picking timewasters, and a tendency for the first few items on the agenda to be debated at length, whereas the last few are dashed through because everyone wants to go home.

Modern democracy doesn’t look much like the Athenian version, at least at the national level. Public participation is not merely confined to voting; citizens write to their elected representatives, participate in opinion polls, join political parties, post comments on websites, sign petitions and take part in protests and marches. Occasionally, they may be asked to vote on a specific issue in a referendum.

But it is hard to disagree with the academic John Dunn when he writes:


If ancient democracy was the citizens choosing freely and immediately for themselves, modern democracy, it seems, is principally the citizens, very intermittently, choosing under highly constrained circumstances, the relatively small number of their fellows who will from then on choose for them.1



It is safe to say that an ancient Athenian would struggle to recognize our current system as akin to his ancient democracy. Indeed, for much of the time between the fall of Athens in 338 BC and the late eighteenth century, the term ‘democracy’ was treated as a dirty word. Its origins are from the Greek words demos (meaning ‘people’) and kratein (meaning ‘power’). But philosophers often treated ‘demos’ as meaning ‘mob’ rather than ‘people’ and believed that democracy played its role in the eventual downfall of Athens. As the historian Jennifer Tolbert Roberts has pointed out in an analysis of the ancient literature on democracy,2 commentators at the time tended to be critical rather than enthusiastic; neither Plato nor Aristotle wholly believed in the concept. These criticisms fell into various categories.

THE IRRATIONAL CROWD

One concern was that, in a public meeting, the crowd would be convinced by the best orator, rather than by the best arguments; indeed, the term ‘demagogue’ was devised for someone who could manipulate the masses in this way. Thucydides wrote that the Athenian demos was ‘irrational, unreasonable and easily swayed by emotion’. Plato said that, in a democracy, ‘Popular acclaim will attend on the man who tells the people what they want to hear rather than what truly benefits them.’ Both Plato and Aristotle thought that this tendency would cause democracy to slide into tyranny; had either philosopher been around during the rise of Mussolini, they might have cited him as evidence for their case.

Some believed that democracy caused the Athenians to indulge in foreign policy adventures, as they were swayed by the chance for conquest. (In modern times, of course, many have argued that democracies are less likely to go to war, at least with each other.) The fact that the Athenian Republic was eventually conquered (by Philip of Macedon, the father of Alexander the Great) and was eclipsed by the Roman Republic has led to a lot of post hoc ergo propter hoc analysis – Athens was a democracy, therefore it must have been the system of democracy that caused its decline. Some argued, by contrast, that democracy made Athens too pacifist, in contrast with the more authoritarian (and highly militaristic) Sparta. But Athens operated as a democracy for almost two hundred years, winning many naval and military battles in its time; it lasted a lot longer than communist rule in Eastern Europe, for example.

The Roman statesman Cicero decreed that ‘Greece in ancient times, once so flourishing in its wealth, dominion and glory, fell through this single evil, the excessive liberty and licence of its meetings.’ Some believed that democracy caused Athenian leaders to dither, unlike the decisive Spartans; others that money which should have been spent on defence was diverted to fripperies like the arts.

Modern critics hold that democracies can also be manipulated through the means of advertising or biased reporting on TV and in newspapers. If public opinion can be swayed by a marketing campaign, then politicians are not really responding to the wishes of ‘the people’, but to the beliefs of those with the deepest purses. Regrettably, the use of ‘attack adverts’ in American election campaigns is widespread and virtually compulsory: candidates know that their opponent will take every opportunity to slander their own record, so they get their attack in first. The victor may not be the candidate with the best policies but rather with the best ad men.

RULE OF THE STUPID

Being philosophers, Plato and Aristotle showed disdain for what modern-day snobs would call ‘the great unwashed’. It made no sense to them that the ignorant and the illiterate should have the same voice in affairs as the educated. Aristotle was more balanced in his views than Plato; he felt it was reasonable for ordinary people to be involved in decisions, but only in a limited way. Their views needed to be balanced by wiser, more distinguished heads and by laws that could not be overridden by popular vote. Aristotle wrote:


It is necessary that the freemen who comprise the bulk of the people should have absolute power in some things; but as they are neither men of property, nor act uniformly upon principles of virtue, it is not safe to trust them with the first office of state, both on account of their iniquity and their ignorance.3



Aristotle tended to use the metaphor of the family, with the wise father having to control the children (the people). Plato used a different analogy – that everyone has a specialized role in society. Cobblers make shoes, builders construct houses and, by extension, there are some people who are simply more suited to rule.

In The Republic, Plato expressed some praise for democracy, having one of his characters describe it as ‘the most attractive of all societies’ because of the associated liberty and freedom of speech. He also appreciated the fact that a democracy ‘doesn’t mind what the habits and background of its politicians are, provided they profess themselves the people’s friends, they are duly honoured’. Plato compared a state to a ship, saying that ‘If one chose ships’ captains on grounds of wealth and never gave a poor man a command, even if he was a better sailor, you would have some pretty bad navigation.’

However, Plato worried that individuals in a democracy would ‘live from day to day, indulging the pleasure of the moment’. In the long run, he feared that ‘an excessive desire for liberty at the expense of everything else is what undermines democracy and leads to the demand for tyranny. A democratic society in its thirst for liberty may fall under the influence of bad leaders.’ Plato concluded, therefore, that not everyone who wanted to rule should be allowed to do so: ‘The state whose prospective rulers come to their duties with least enthusiasm is bound to have the best and most tranquil government, and the state whose rulers are eager to rule the worst.’

Plato’s ideal state would be ruled by special people known as the guardians, trained since childhood for the role and uninterested in wealth or dynastic advancement. These guardians would take the broader view of society’s good; in essence, they would be philosophers like Plato himself. Even with the guardians, he worried that an individual might be ‘swamped by the flood of popular praise and blame and carried away with the stream till he finds himself agreeing with popular ideas of what is admirable or disgraceful, behaving like the crowd or becoming one of them’.4

Nothing like Plato’s scheme has ever been tried in practice, although plenty of later rulers have claimed guardian status as ‘father of the nation’, taking the tough decisions on behalf of us little people. And many later philosophers took it for granted that ordinary people were too stupid to rule.

The nineteenth-century English philosopher John Stuart Mill is generally considered to be the very epitome of the Victorian liberal, and was a proponent of free speech and author of the classic On Liberty, which propounded the theory that individuals should be free to do what they like unless they harm others. But even he had worries about the effect of one person, one vote (not one man, one vote; Mill was an early advocate of female suffrage). In his Considerations on Representative Government he wrote that, ‘No arrangement of the suffrage, therefore, can be permanently satisfactory in which any person or class is peremptorily excluded – in which the electoral privilege is not open to all persons of full age who wish to obtain it.’ But his very next sentence begins ‘There are, however, certain exclusions …’ For a start, Mill thought that nobody should be able to vote without ‘being able to read, write and I will add, perform the common operations of arithmetic’.5 His answer, being a liberal, was universal education so that people could acquire these skills and thus could vote. But he was clear that education should come first.

Present-day voters might share the great man’s opinion. A YouGov poll found that a small plurality (45% versus 39%) thought those who failed a basic test of literacy and knowledge of British democracy should be barred from voting.6

TYRANNY OF THE POOR

Ancient Athens was marked by a division between a landowning elite and a much broader mass of the poor (not to mention the slaves). The philosophers took it for granted that democracy would lead the poor to take advantage of the rich. Aristotle wrote that democracy ‘was a regime of naked group interest, unapologetically devoted to serving the many at the expense of the wealthier, the better, the more elevated, the more fastidious or virtuous’. Plato in The Republic worried that democratic leaders would ‘rob the rich, keep as much of the proceeds as they can for themselves and distribute the rest to the people’. If the rich responded to being plundered, they will be ‘accused by their rivals of plotting against the people and being reactionaries and oligarchs’.

This fear was still around in the eighteenth century when the founding fathers of the American Republic (many of them wealthy individuals) considered the structure of their government. John Adams worried about ‘the eight or nine millions who have no property … usurping the rights of the one or two millions who have’. He fretted that ‘debts would be abolished first; taxes laid heavy on the rich and not at all on the others and at last a downright equal division of every thing be demanded and voted’. James Madison wrote in 1787 that:


A pure democracy, by which I mean a society of a small number of citizens, who assemble and administer the government in person, can admit of no cure from the mischiefs of faction … Hence it is, that such democracies have ever been spectacles of turbulence and
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