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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

For politicians of both the Left and Right throughout the world, the rallying cry of “democracy” has become so central to our political value system that it is easy to forget that many of the practices and rights that we associate with it were achieved only in the twentieth century. For example, only a handful of countries secured voting rights for all citizens of full age before 1918. In the United States, where women had won the vote in federal elections in 1920, racial prejudice deprived millions of citizens of full political rights for the next two generations.

Yet, in a broader sense, democracy is also very ancient, stretching back 2,500 years to the “citizen states” of ancient Greece, or even beyond, to the earliest forms of assembly-based government developed in the Middle East and India centuries before the Athenians first spoke of dēmokratia (Muhlberger 2011: 49–59).

What is democracy then? Historically, there are many definitions, some of which even include authoritarian regimes ruling an egalitarian society in the name of the “proletariat” (Pons 2017). Though equality is central to all democratic experiments, in the present series we focus on traditions based on the practice of, or the aspiration to, citizens’ empowerment through individual or collective duties, privileges, and freedoms and a commonly accepted purpose, in relation to which rulers are held accountable. While conventional histories tend to leap from antiquity to the eighteenth century and treat Europe’s Middle Age and Renaissance as “flyover country,” our approach allows us to rediscover and explore the significance of these periods.

How do we approach the history of democracy from a “cultural” point of view? Different authors in our multi-volume series have given their own interpretation, and a full answer must allow for pluralism, interdisciplinarity, and methodological diversity. Some of us engage with the relationship between politics, literature, and theatre. Others are more interested in the popularization of certain political traditions, while still others concentrate on the development of key concepts by political philosophers. Some chapters and volumes focus on representations, practices and forms of collective solidarity, and on limitations to executive power that developed within a context foreign to our modern notions but played a role in shaping them. Though there are many aspects of the cultures of democracy that our work does not discuss, taken together our chapters cover what, with Wiebe (1995: 10), we could describe as “the webbing of values and relations” and “the intersection between beliefs and actions” within which democracy operates.

While there is something deeply human, and in this sense “universal,” in the aspiration to equality, historically democratic experiments flourished at first around the Mediterranean, then in Europe, and eventually on a global scale. This is reflected in the series. Volumes 1, 2, and 3 are mainly focused on European experiences, though the authors have tried to place them in the widest possible context. Volume 4 has a strong “Atlantic” as well as European emphasis, while volumes 5 and 6 are more global, with substantial attention being paid to the Americas (especially the United States), Africa, and Asia (especially India). It is part of democracy’s story that we have such expansion. This in turn has entailed a proliferation of contributors (most chapters in the last two volumes are jointly authored) to “track and trace” the reverberations of the democratic impulse around the world.

One feature of our series is that all the volumes are built around ten clusters of key concepts and problems. The chapter titles are the same for each volume. The idea is to facilitate comparative discussions across both time and space, without forgetting that, even when there seems to be a commonality of language and terminology, meaning depends on the cultural expectations of the period under consideration. The ten categories we have chosen comprise “Sovereignty,” “Liberty and the Rule of Law,” the “Common Good,” “Economic and Social Democracy,” “Religion and the Principles of Political Obligation,” “Citizenship and Gender,” “Ethnicity, Race, and Nationalism,” “Democratic Crises,” “International Relations,” and “Beyond the Polis.”

Bearing in mind that an aspiration to equality is the central regulatory principle, we settled on these particular ten areas because of their recurrence across time and geopolitical contexts. Some are pervasive and inescapable, such as gender, ethnicity, and religion. Others (such as sovereignty) were less clearly articulated or unitary than they have since become, but were nevertheless crucial to the notion of people-power—or indeed any political power. By contrast, while in the past the “common good” was such a crucial concept that it was almost a synonym for democracy (as in res publica and “commonwealth”), it became less prominent at the end of the last century under the influence of free-market individualism and globalization.
Liberty, understood as autonomy (self-rule) within the limits set by the law, is a constant aspiration in all democratic experiments, but its meaning and connotations vary, reflecting cultural expectations about who should be “free” and in which sphere. Because democracy is territorially exclusive, one recurrent question for its supporters concerns the ideal size of “a community which rightly governs itself and determines its own future” (Held 1993: 26–7). To be effective, democracy had to adapt to the changing scale of the challenges it faced. This involved going “beyond the polis” both in terms of state- and identity-building—from city-states to city leagues, wider regional confederations or “united states”—and with the development of multilateralist cultures of international relations.

However, as the nineteenth-century American writer James Fenimore Cooper noted, “the principal advantage of democracy” is not that it produces more efficient government, but that it contributes “to elevat[ing] the depressed to a condition not unworthy of their manhood” (Cooper 1838: 121). In 1943 another democrat, the feminist Hanna Sheehy Skeffington, boasted that the Irish Revolution had endowed all with “equal citizenship, equal rights and equal opportunities,” and cautioned Éire against any dilution of this legacy (Ward 2019: 452). We should heed her words, for democracy will survive only for as long as we value “equal citizenship, equal rights and equal opportunities” not as means to an end but as ends in themselves.

Eugenio F. Biagini, General Editor
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Introduction

TOM BROOKING AND TODD M. THOMPSON

INTRODUCTION: THE NINETEENTH CENTURY IN THE HISTORY OF DEMOCRACY

In the wake of two revolutions, one American, another French, the concept of democracy emerged from the crucibles of debate and mortal conflict as much more than a mere idea, but much less than a fully formed political system. It was as slippery as it was consequential and conjured feelings of dread, confusion, and hope; sometimes in the same person. Although he was no unambiguous partisan of democracy, Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821–81) captured as well as anyone the perplexing ambiguity and undeniable importance of the word and what it invoked for the nineteenth century as a whole in his novel The Idiot (1868–9). The novel itself and the Russian aristocratic elite who form the core of the novel’s social backdrop gravitate toward the mysterious character of Prince Myshkin. Even as the prince is never quite comfortable in the company of the ruling class, they themselves struggle to understand him, labeling him a “democrat” because no other word seems better able to capture the danger he poses, the allure he possesses, and the inscrutability that marks his character. At one point, one member of this Russian elite, Lizaveta Prokofyevna, poses a series of questions to herself about the prince that could equally well concern democracy: “Was the prince good or not? Was the whole thing good or not? If it was not good (which was unquestionable), what precisely was not good about it? And if it was good (which was also possible), then, again, what was good about it?” (Dostoevsky [1868–9] 2003: 507). Dostoevsky never fully answered these questions, but the fact that he approached democracy in the nineteenth century as apophatic theologians had approached God is telling; democracy was “that which cannot be named” (Ruttenburg 2008: 18). Intoxicating and exhilarating to some, dangerous and disquieting to others, the political faiths and fears of the century drew their emotional resonance and constructive bite from this word and what it seemed to promise. It would be hard to find a single word in the nineteenth century more unsettling or inspiring.

Yet, despite this ambiguity, there was a notable rise in positive associations with the word by century’s end. Two quotes, one from Alexis De Tocqueville (1805–59) and the other from Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924), illustrate this notable transformation in democracy’s reputation. Early in the nineteenth century, Tocqueville warned, “If the social condition of a people […] becomes democratic, the danger which I here point out is thereby increased […] when an immense field for competition is thrown open to all […] the instability of society itself fosters the natural instability of man’s desires” ([1840] 1956: 150). A little less than a hundred years later, Wilson would strike a different tone, insisting, “The world must be made safe for democracy” (2006: 402). Tocqueville feared humanity’s war with the tyranny of desire would worsen once the leveling power of democratic equality held sway. Wilson worried that America’s war with the tyranny of imperial Germany threatened the preservation of democratic governance itself. While Tocqueville thought democracy unsafe for the world, Wilson believed the world was unsafe for democracy. For Tocqueville, democracy was a new and portentous political development that might contribute good to humanity if it could be tamed. For Wilson, democracy was an ideal, an unquestionable good, unifying enough to serve as a rallying cry in wartime. Much had changed in less than a century.

It is also true to say that, despite its ambiguity, democracy was a word that became intimately associated with many actual political regimes in the nineteenth century, a development almost unimaginable from the vantage point of the early eighteenth century. The nineteenth century witnessed not just confusion in the aftermath of an imagined “refounding” of democracy in the late eighteenth century, but the consolidation, clarification, and challenge of democratic theories and practices around the world. In overviews of the history of democracy, the nineteenth century is not always given the attention it deserves. However, even if the actual term “democracy” remained hotly contested, concrete experimentation, contestation, and delineation of different paths in democratic governance constituted the central features of the era following the twin revolutions that had brought the eighteenth century to a close. As the First World War approached, settled “orthodoxies” of democratic ideology were being established, “heresies” identified, and “counter-orthodoxies” formed.1 James Kloppenberg has pointed out that “disagreements about democracy constitute its history” and this was never truer than in the nineteenth century, which witnessed “a steady escalation of rhetoric against as well as for democracy” (Kloppenberg 2016: 5, 591). It is this escalation and its cultural and political consequences that constitutes the most fundamental theme generated by the nineteenth century in the broader history of democracy.

One contemporary, viewing developments from the vantage point of the century’s end, made similar observations about the expanding scope of political participation and the growing obsession with demarcating boundaries between “true” and “false” versions of democracy. For Gustave Le Bon (1841–1931), a pioneering student of the psychology of crowds, the outstanding fact of the nineteenth century was the eclipse of the moral and religious prestige of monarchies by the moral and religious prestige of the masses. The old theological dogmas of political authority had given way to the new; the “divine right of the masses” was replacing “the divine right of kings” (Le Bon 1920: 17). In Le Bon’s view, within this nineteenth-century context, “democratic ideas” had begun to occupy the same fundamental space of cultural contestation as “Christian ideas” of the past, with the exception that the cultural space of disputation had become more accessible to more and more elements of the population (71). Without giving credence to Le Bon’s simplistic notion of the displacement of religious ideas by secular ones, it is tempting to view the nineteenth century as the formative age of creedal construction and debate concerning the ever-shifting edges of “orthodoxy” in the history of democracy.

The notion of the nineteenth century as an age of creedal experiments related to competing and evolving democratic orthodoxies is particularly apt because, as Kloppenberg has argued, democracy represents more than a set of institutions, arrangements, or rules; it was, and is, an “ethical ideal” that draws on the theological principle of reciprocity (Kloppenberg 2016: 4–5, 10). This idea of reciprocity, which Kloppenberg traces to the Christian belief that all humans bear the imago Dei, requires that all humans merit equal consideration, respect, and love. In the nineteenth century, the political implications of this idea in connection to the principle of popular sovereignty and the rights of citizens formed one crucial arena of debate about democratic “orthodoxy.” For example, agreement about theological equality did not translate directly to agreement about political equality. Though the Presbyterian theologian and partisan of the Confederacy James Henley Thornwell (1812–62) readily admitted that all humanity, including black slaves, were made in the image of God and, thus, equal brothers in Christ, he denied this entailed the necessity of granting blacks political rights equivalent to their white counterparts in America (Thornwell 1873: 403).

The watercolor lithograph on the cover of this volume (c. 1870), painted by James C. Beard (1837–1913) and printed by Thomas Kelly presents an alternative view. It memorializes the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment in the United States that granted all men the right to vote, regardless of “race, color or condition of servitude.” This image, rich in revealing details, features a parade in Baltimore that celebrated the passage of the amendment, which was ratified on February 3, 1870. The images that surround this central feature pay tribute to the military achievements of black veterans and look forward to the enjoyment of voting rights, rights to marry and build families, rights to possess and cultivate land, and rights to worship for black Americans. Contra Thornwell’s racist depoliticization of biblical theology, the image features a Bible with the heading “Our Charter of Rights the Holy Scriptures” in panel 4 and deliberately positions the pioneering black intellectuals and statesmen Martin R. Delany (1812–85), Frederick Douglass (1818–95), and Hiram Revels (1827–1901) at the top-center of the watercolor to honor the centrality of their contributions.

Similar battles raged over the question of citizen rights as these related not just to skin color but also gender, and such battles created fault lines that challenged and fractured consensus about the meaning of democracy time and again throughout the nineteenth century. As the century wore on, questions about political rights became inextricably intertwined with social and economic questions, adding another dimension to debates. Debates about democracy and the scope of the demos in the nineteenth century were charged with deep meaning and significance because these debates concerned fundamental questions about what it meant to be human in the concrete context of political community.

THE HISTORY OF DEMOCRACY IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

This volume suggests above all that democracy, which rarely (if ever) seems to be “government of the people by the people,” varies according to when and where it was developed, much like science (Livingstone 2002). The key dynamics of religion, race, gender, class, nationalism, and imperialism have shaped it in a complex of ways




































OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
BLOOMSBURY ACADEMI

e « AT







OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
IN THE AGE OF EMPI

A CULTURAL HISTORY OF DEMOCRACY

Edited by Todd M. Thompson and Tom Brooking









OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 





