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Preface


SECOND EDITION


Politics is in a constant state of flux, and it is seven years since the first edition of this book. Hence the need to update it and refresh the mix of titles. This edition includes five new chapters on books (which I briefly discuss below) that are relevant to our times.


It is not so much that we need to read new books to understand what is happening in our societies. Often we profit more from reading old ones that shed light on current events.


For example, Bastiat’s The Law was published in the wake of the third French Revolution of 1848, but its message of the need for strict limits to the state could not be more salient in terms of the debate on the size of government intervention and spending today.


The impulse of the politician to “do something” to please their constituency, regardless of long-term effects, is even stronger than Bastiat’s time. Yet not acting, not spending, is as much a part of the ruler’s responsibility as taking action. The law, Bastiat says, exists to protect life and property and let people flourish in peace. If it becomes a means of social engineering, it ceases to be just, and nearly always involves taking the freedom of one person in order to give it to another.


One of the most egregious examples of governments going beyond their natural remit is imperialism. Its logical extension, colonialism, may bring some benefits to the colonized, but can rarely be justified. The economic and geographic freedom of one people is enlarged at the expense of another.


The anger that Frantz Fanon expresses in The Wretched of the Earth (1961) comes from the fact that liberation from colonial rule is never simply a national political struggle, but a personal one emerging from many humiliations. Even if the colonized person joins or supports the new master for the sake of an easier life, they will remain second-class citizens. As a psychiatrist in French Algeria, Fanon observed first-hand how victims of police and army brutality could turn into monsters seeking revenge, while the perpetrators would be dehumanized through their actions. A nation’s search for new markets and lands results in effects that last for generations.


The settlement of North America by Europeans, Isabel Wilkerson argues, created a “caste” system that justified slavery and fuelled the Civil War. Not even the Bill of Rights or Civil Rights legislation could wash away this two-tier social and economic system which she believes continues to dominate social, economic, and political life in America today. I include her book Caste (2020) because it sparked a national debate and provides an intellectual framework to understand movements such as Black Lives Matter.


Barack Obama’s surprising political success, he admits in his autobiographical A Promised Land (2020), was due to his abilities as a bridge builder. What issues, what aspirations, could link together suburban whites and urban African-Americans? Even before the turbulent Trump years, Obama noted creeping polarization at home, and erosion of the post-World War Two, democratic rules-based consensus abroad. Obama is at heart an activist and (contrary to Bastiat) believes in the power of the state to do good. Yet even as “leader of the free world”, his candid memoir reveals how he frequently wondered whether he was achieving anything.


China’s leadership is not haunted by such fears. According to Michael Pillsbury (The Hundred-Year Marathon, 2015), the Chinese Communist Party sees the era when the country was subject to Western colonial powers as a blip. It fully expects to become the world’s undisputed hegemon by 2049, a century after Mao took power. The book exposes the “peaceful rise” narrative, arguing that China’s rulers are inspired by the political philosophies (subterfuge, indirectness) of its Warring States period.


Whether or not China achieves its aim, Pillsbury is right in showing just how much political philosophy matters. Whether in the East or West, and whether conscious of it or not, today’s political practitioners echo the thinking of long-dead thinkers, from Sun Tzu and Confucius, to Plato, Machiavelli, and Rousseau.


The same could be said of each of us as individuals. Everyone is “political” to the extent that we all hold beliefs about how society should operate, what is fair, how our nation should behave, and so on. The labels conservative, liberal, libertarian, or socialist, have been around long enough that must of us know what they mean, and we loosely or strongly identify with one of them. Yet merely voicing our concerns on social media or venting to friends is, as Barack Obama pointed out, a long way from actual activism. As citizens it is our duty to think about our positions on issues, and act on them. We shouldn’t forget how much of a privilege this is in many parts of the world.


This book hopefully shines as light on what is possible in political life, but also on the dangers and costs of ideology. Before falling onto one notch of the political spectrum, we owe it to ourselves to open our minds fully to all points of view, weighing up all isms and ologies. Then, we will at least have clear reasons for believing what we believe.









Introduction


What kind of society offers the most freedom, the greatest chance for equality between its members, and yet possesses the most power to protect these values? Which understanding of the state is best? These questions are as important to us now as they were in ancient Greece, and in this book I look at some of the most notable answers, old and new, via commentaries that aim to give a sense of the key writings and the context in which they were written.




Political writings changed history


50 Politics Classics provides insights into the books, pamphlets, and speeches of major leaders, from Abraham Lincoln and Winston Churchill to Margaret Thatcher, and texts from Hobbes’ Leviathan to Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man that have changed minds and changed the world. In politics the written word matters, because it has frequently driven real-world change: Rousseau’s The Social Contract and Discourse on Inequality helped inspire the French Revolution; The Federalist Papers of Hamilton, Madison, and Jay gave crucial gravitas to those calling for a new American constitution; Marx and Engels’ The Communist Manifesto galvanized oppressed workers but led to a divided world for almost a century; Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago and Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism exposed the evil at the heart of the totalitarian regimes of Stalin and Hitler; and Hayek’s Road to Serfdom and Orwell’s Animal Farm damned collectivist “central planning” as the means to a just society. Sun Yat-sen’s Three Principles of the People was essential in building the case for a Chinese republic free of centuries of dynastic rule or colonial powers, and Thoreau’s Civil Disobedience inspired Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, and Martin Luther King Jr. in their campaigns for justice. Carson’s Silent Spring was the catalyst for the modern environmental movement, and Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth inspired many seeking to move beyond colonialism. Voltaire’s Treatise on Tolerance, an attack on religious fanaticism, climbed the French bestseller lists following the Charlie Hebdo killings.







Scope of the book


“The ideas of economists and political philosophers are more powerful than is commonly understood,” John Maynard Keynes said. “Indeed, the world is ruled by little else. Practical men, who believe themselves quite exempt from intellectual influence, are usually slaves of some defunct economist.” In this book I focus on political philosophy, although it does include some political economy titles such as Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom and Acemoglu and Robinson’s Why Nations Fail. Obviously the two domains overlap, and as economics deserves a volume of its own, you should also read 50 Economics Classics.


50 Politics Classics spans 2,500 years, left and right, thinkers and doers, and covers economists (Mancur Olson), activists (Saul Alinsky), war strategists (Clausewitz), visionary leaders (Sun Yat-sen), philosophers of freedom (Lord Acton, Isaiah Berlin, Robert Nozick), agitators on the Left (Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emma Goldman, Mary Wollstonecraft), and conservatives (Edmund Burke). It also considers liberalism, a political philosophy that emphasizes personal freedom as the highest value along with open societies and market economies.


Whether you consider yourself to be conservative, liberal, or socialist, this book may give you more insight into the development of philosophies you oppose and the individuals behind them. I try to give a sense of the real people behind legends of political leadership such as Lincoln, Churchill, Gandhi, King, and Mandela, whose achievements demonstrate that the “power of One” is remarkably important in the great reform movements and fights for justice, and in government itself. Decisions by individual presidents and prime ministers still count, not only in policy matters but in guiding national consciousness.







What IS politics?




“Man is by nature a political animal.” Aristotle, Politics





Politikos in ancient Greek meant the affairs of the city-state of Athens, and the polis was the body of citizens that ran the city. From the beginning, “politics” was something owned by the people. Government by a despot or tyrant was not so much about politics, but about rule.


In time, the word politics has come to mean the art and science of government, or the social relations involving authority and power. Most people today think of politics as the conflict between parties and ideas on the national stage, or the relations between states on the global scene. At a more basic social and cultural level, when we say that something is political, we are saying that it is contested, seen in completely different ways thanks to opposing, deeper philosophies of life and interpretations of what is “good.”


These different ways of seeing come partly from our families, partly from societal conditioning and the times in which we live, and perhaps from some innate sense of justice.







What is the role of the state?


Aristotle’s famous statement seems rather obvious 2,300 years on. Nearly all of us live in a political community, usually a state, and abide by its rules. Whether our current nation is open or authoritarian, if we leave we are likely to find ourselves in another country with its own, possibly different rules. Even if we did find a corner of the world where states and laws did not exist, chances are it would not be a place worth living in. We come together for the sake of community and live under laws for good reason, and our lives are shaped by the polity in which we live. Aristotle believed that the state was a “creation of nature” that came before the individual. After all, people when isolated are not self-sufficient and will seek to become part of a larger whole. To him, individuals who decided to stay on their own would remain “either a beast or a god.” The state was in every sense greater than the individual, and being part of it was a privilege. Humans existed for the glory of the state, not vice versa.


The story of Socrates further reveals this classical reverence for the state. Having been given a death sentence for exposing hypocrisy and corruption in the Athenian government, Socrates’ friends wanted him to bribe the jailers and escape. Why not continue damning its rulers from exile? Surely that would be the most useful (not to mention satisfying) thing to do. Yet Socrates did exactly the opposite. Fully accepting his fate on the grounds that his sentence had been handed down in an Athenian court, he chose to die. The act would demonstrate that the state and its rules were more important than any one person, even one who felt that the laws were wrong.


For the ancient Greeks, what made us really different from other animals, apart from our power of speech, was our ability to discern what is just or unjust, good or evil, so it followed that the purpose of the state was also fundamentally moral. Though they differed in the details of how they thought societies should be run, Aristotle and Plato understood that when human beings enter society they are raised up and civilized, because they are made to live according to a higher principle: justice.


This way of seeing the relationship between state and citizen did not last, of course. While Christian thinkers such as Augustine and Aquinas maintained the moral dimension of politics by calling for the building of a “City of God” on earth, later political theorists such as Machiavelli and Hobbes developed a more sanguine view of the state. Machiavelli was in favor of republics, but believed that they could only stay afloat via a strong, centralized state, and even then the purpose of the state was not justice per se nor the elevation of the citizenry, but maintaining law and order. Hobbes’ view of government was even more clear-cut. Prior to civilization, he noted, people lived in a state of continual fear of violent death and war. There was no sense of a “greater good,” only people pursuing their own desire for power or pleasure or luxury. In this state of nature, Hobbes famously wrote, “the life of man, is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” The human condition would only be bettered within a state whose single, powerful monarch had an authority so great that war and strife would not be tolerated. In return for obeisance, people could pursue their lives in peace.


This more minimalist view of the social contract between person and state would find expression in philosophers such as John Stuart Mill, who noted that any increase in the state’s powers, even if very well intentioned, meant a corresponding reduction in personal liberties. In the twentieth century, Isaiah Berlin, Friedrich Hayek, and Robert Nozick saw reason to criticize the bloody egalitarianism of the French Revolution inspired by Rousseau, the dead end of Marx’s communism, and, to a lesser extreme, the contemporary welfare state for which Beatrice and Sidney Webb called. According to the ultra-liberal view, seeking to promote social justice and ensure citizens’ well-being could actually be a dangerous conceit. People might be better off paying for a small, simple state that gave protection from violence, enforced contracts, provided basic education, and, at a stretch, built some infrastructure to keep things moving. This is the argument of Frédéric Bastiat’s short libertarian classic, The Law, which continues to find new readers.


This is only a sketch of the perennial divide between those who believe that government is there actively to improve people’s lives, and those who believe that its main purpose is to ensure liberty. Although this may seem like a subtle philosophical difference, in fact it can produce radically varying results.


A brief tour of the literature will serve as an entrée to the book itself.










PHILOSOPHY OF FREEDOM




Liberty as an end in itself




“Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”


Lord Acton


Lord Acton Essays on Freedom and Power (1948)


Hannah Arendt The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951)


Frédéric Bastiat The Law (1850)


Isaiah Berlin Two Concepts of Liberty (1958)


F.A. Hayek The Road to Serfdom (1944)


Robert Nozick Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974)


Karl Popper The Open Society and Its Enemies (1945)





Lord Acton saw history as one long movement toward greater freedom, with Providence working behind events to ensure that good eventually triumphed over evil. Yet knowing that political liberty means freedom of action, he had no illusions of ever achieving a perfect society. The moment that a ruler or a state tries to achieve a certain perfection, or “one view” of how things should be, is when things start to go bad. For Acton, liberty was “the delicate fruit of a mature civilization.” It takes a long time for freedom to become rooted in institutions, and even then it is prey to subversion and corruption.


Hannah Arendt noted that totalitarian movements get their power from a claim to be expressions of “inevitable” forces of Nature or History. Compared to these forces the individual life and its freedoms mean little, and so people become dispensable. Isaiah Berlin asked the question that we all need to ask when calling for greater equality or rights: Is the kind of freedom we are seeking in order to allow people to be as they are, or to give them the chance to live up to our vision of humanity and society? Our intentions may be good, and yet true freedom, Berlin suggests, is about Kant’s affirmation that “Nobody may compel me to be happy in his own way.” The perfection of humankind is a dangerous myth that, however well meaning, inevitably leads to illiberal and nasty outcomes.


Looking at European history from the medieval Italian city states to industrial Britain, Friedrich Hayek argued that it was economic liberty leading to more political freedom that had fueled the West’s power and wealth. Yet the wish to “do something,” to have the state step in and fix matters, inevitably lessened the principle of free agency and potential, and led to the rise of “planned” economies. The problem in such economies is that not only are governments not good at allocating resources efficiently, the life choices of individuals are progressively narrowed according to state-defined goals. John Stuart Mill articulated this problem in the nineteenth century with his essay On Liberty (see 50 Philosophy Classics), noting that “The only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others.” Such a philosophy of freedom logically leads to a position in which only a minimal state is justified. “Individuals have rights,” Robert Nozick said, “and there are things no person or group may do to them (without violating their rights). So strong and far-reaching are these rights that they raise the question of what, if anything, the state and its officials may do.” Nozick took aim at the term “distributive justice.” Before we start talking about “what the state should do” to redress wrongs, we must go to the core: the fact that someone owns what is to be distributed. How could a redistributive state be just?


Finally, Karl Popper’s “open society” was not about the creation of a Utopia, a City of God, a great Republic, or a Worker’s Paradise, but rather a more modest desire to find solutions to specific problems, and otherwise to preserve individual freedom and responsibility. “Our greatest troubles,” Popper said, come from “our impatience to better the lot of our fellows.” Well-meaning schemes get all the attention and noise, while the voice of genuine freedom strains to be heard.










RECOGNITION AND RIGHTS




The striving for equality through the ages




“The moral arc of the universe is long, but it bends towards justice.”


Martin Luther King Jr.


Frantz Fanon The Wretched of the Earth (1961)


Mohandas K. Gandhi An Autobiography (1927–29)


Martin Luther King Jr. The Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr. (1998)


Nelson Mandela Long Walk to Freedom (1995)


Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels The Communist Manifesto (1848)


John Stuart Mill The Subjection of Women (1869)


George Orwell Animal Farm (1945)


Jean-Jacques Rousseau Discourse on Inequality (1755)


Isabel Wilkerson Caste (2020)


Mary Wollstonecraft A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792)





History can also be seen as one long struggle for recognition and rights.


Karl Marx stood up for the class of people who once toiled in the fields for a local lord but now, thanks to industrialization, found themselves factory fodder. Having been forced into towns and cities, this suppressed majority could become conscious that they were a class with political power, not profitable commodities to benefit plutocrats and the bourgeoisie. Marx and Engels’ The Communist Manifesto achieved its goal of sparking this new consciousness.


Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman called for a reappraisal of the roles and abilities of women, particularly regarding the scandal of women’s education, or lack of it. This thinking was so ahead of its time that 75 years later John Stuart Mill was still having to push the same barrow, and Britain’s women would have to wait another 25 years before they could vote even in local elections. Although such resistance to change seems incomprehensible now, the long struggle gives a sense of what reformers and activists are up against.


Martin Luther King Jr. thought that he could defeat segregation through the power of Christian love, but soon found that other tactics were required. Only after he had borrowed Gandhi’s non-violent resistance philosophy and began applying Thoreau’s civil disobedience principles did King’s work for black rights begin to bear fruit. Having initially flirted with terrorism, Nelson Mandela also came to the view that shaming the oppressor was more powerful than rising up in arms. The struggles of King, Mandela, and Gandhi cannot be seen as an affront to the freedom of others. Indeed, civil rights and the liberation from apartheid or colonial regimes are elemental to human dignity, and the victories of freedom fighters are eventually seen as wins for all of humanity. Unfortunately, the changing of regimes and even laws is not enough to remove the deep seated effects of racism. Isabel Wilkerson’s Caste makes a strong case for the United States being a caste culture in which “black” and “white” became enforced categories from the first days of settlement, almost totally determining one’s life chances. The nation’s noble ideals of freedom and egalitarianism are contradicted by historical reality.


To Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the good society is one that replaces the natural physical and mental inequality between people with an equality based on law, “so that however unequal in strength and intelligence, men become equal by covenant and by right.” A society should not exist simply to keep order or protect property, this argument goes, but must have some moral purpose such as fairness or social justice. Otherwise, the longer a society exists, the more prizes and benefits fall to those who have simply inherited them. Inequality tends to promote prejudice, reduces societal harmony, and erodes communities; it is not bad only for the poor, but for everyone. Freedom matters little if we do not have access to healthcare, or have roads to drive on, or feel that we are the equal of anyone else in society.


George Orwell had considered himself a democratic socialist, but his horror of Stalin prompted him to write his great satire of the Bolshevik revolution and the corruption of power in Soviet Russia. Animal Farm showed the naivety of those who still thought that Stalinist Russia was a noble experiment. The book is a chilling warning of how the idea of equality can become twisted by power. When the animals take over the farm, they begin with the principle that all animals are equal. By the end, the pigs in charge have taken a paint-brush to the commandment on the side of the barn, which now reads: All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others.










ACT NOW




The role of political activism




“There can be no darker or more devastating tragedy than the death of man’s faith in himself and in his power to direct his future.”


Saul Alinsky


Saul Alinsky Rules for Radicals (1971)


Rachel Carson Silent Spring (1962)


Emma Goldman Anarchism and Other Essays (1910)


Thomas Paine Common Sense (1776)


Upton Sinclair The Jungle (1906)


Henry David Thoreau Civil Disobedience (1849)





As Saul Alinsky noted in the manual that inspired Barack Obama, among others, radicals need to understand the nature of power itself if they are ever to see their aims materialize. Just as Machiavelli’s The Prince became a tool to help those in power to hold on to it, so Alinsky wanted to provide a handbook for the “have-nots” so that they could take back what they lacked. “The significant changes in history have been made by revolutions,” he asserted, but in their haste for change, radicals rarely understand its mechanics.


Although a native of England, Thomas Paine was one of America’s early activists. It is easy to forget that the idea of overthrowing British rule was a radical one, even if the colonial master was largely despised. Understanding this ambivalence, in his pamphlet Common Sense Paine attacked Britain’s much vaunted constitution, portraying it as the handiwork of a privileged upper class who legislated to protect their interests. He was able to create a sense of historical inevitability, saying that America’s cause was simply the latest version in humankind’s long quest for greater liberty and equality. It was on the right side of history. Yet 75 years later, essayist Henry Thoreau was unhappy with what he felt the American republic had become, an aggressor whose annexation of Mexican territories in the name of “manifest destiny” and westward expansion was morally wrong. Without power or armies himself, Thoreau felt that the best way to protest was through refusing to pay his taxes since they would be used to fund war. Although it cost Thoreau little (he spent one night in prison), the idea of non-violent resistance would have a huge impact on political activism, from Gandhi’s Salt March to King’s bus boycotts to Mandela’s township labor strikes.


American radicals Upton Sinclair and Emma Goldman largely failed to bring socialist values to a deeply capitalist country, but their thinking did have a legacy. Sinclair’s famous exposé of the American meatpacking industry aimed to show the dehumanizing effects and corruption of raw capitalism, but people were more shocked by the low food hygiene standards he revealed, and within a few months stricter laws were brought in. Goldman’s anarchism resulted in various attempts to silence her, including imprisonment and exile to Russia, which in her view only proved that corporate interests ran the show; democracy was a sham because it did nothing to change the position of women or the working class. An heir to this radical tradition includes Noam Chomsky (see 50 Philosophy Classics).


The most salient point about political activism is that it only needs one person to begin a groundswell of change. When Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring told the American public about food chain contamination, the wiping out of familiar birds and animals, and evidence that crop spraying could be causing cancer, what we now call environmentalism was suddenly a mainstream political issue. John F. Kennedy’s scientists validated the book, and by 1972 America had banned DDT for agricultural use. Carson’s story demonstrates that change only happens when people are not cowed by the status quo, but their success in turn depends on the guarantee of free speech. It is a strong nation indeed that can not only let people speak their mind, but remain open to ideas that bring political renewal.










GEOPOLITICS




Power never stays still




“Whatever the ultimate aims of international politics, power is always the immediate aim. Statesmen and peoples may ultimately seek freedom, security, prosperity… But whenever they strive to realize their goal by means of international politics, they do so by striving for power.”


Hans Morgenthau


Norman Angell The Great Illusion (1910)


Carl von Clausewitz On War (1832)


Samuel P. Huntington The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (1996)


Paul Kennedy The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (1987)


Hans Morgenthau Politics Among Nations (1948)


Michael Pillsbury The Hundred-Year Marathon (2015)





The motive for political action is always one of three basic types, Hans Morgenthau said: to keep power; to increase power; or to demonstrate power. We can try to make world affairs seem scientific or rational by using the term “international relations,” but in reality we are always talking about interests rather than abstract ideas of equality or justice. Even when nations are trying to achieve some higher aim such as peace or justice, they can only do so if they are seen to be powerful or influential in some way. Morgenthau was an arch Cold War “realist” at a time when nuclear weapons seemed to threaten the world, but it is still hard to refute his claims about the nature of power at the international level. Even Joseph Nye’s now-famous concept of “soft power,” which he describes as the ability to influence others without using force, tends to be a choice made by nation-states that already have some degree of hard military power.


Surely the world is so economically linked and interdependent now that war between major powers makes no sense? This was precisely Norman Angell’s argument, but only four years later these same powers were at war, and would come back for another serving 25 years later. In both cases German feelings of national inferiority were compensated for by a lust for territory and power, which was hardly rational; yet Morgenthau observed that politics always comes down to human nature, or the “bio-psychological drives” to live, propagate, and dominate. Indeed, Clausewitz even claimed that only war is capable of instilling boldness in a people, and of counteracting the “softness and the desire for ease which debase the people in times of growing prosperity and increasing trade.” He also assumed that military strength is the basis of national wealth, yet the nineteenth century was a time of relative peace, and the great battles he describes were small fry compared to the conflagrations of the twentieth century.


On the connection between military and economic might, in the 1980s historian Paul Kennedy observed that all great powers and empires are faced with huge costs for protecting their boundaries and interests, yet these costs are often at their greatest after economic growth has peaked. The “imperial overstretch” argument was easily applied to the decline of the British Empire, but Kennedy caused consternation by suggesting that the United States was headed the same way; the question was how it would manage its relative decline. In the 1990s, Samuel Huntington argued that not only America but the West itself was undergoing a slow eclipse in power. The western hemisphere’s political trademarks, including the separation of church and state, social pluralism, and representative or democratic bodies, were all being rejected to various degrees by non-western countries. This process would only speed up as those countries became richer and more powerful. The world had always been divided into civilizations, and now the Cold War was over the major sources of conflict in the twenty-first century would again be cultural and religious, not economic. The events of 9/11 only seemed to support this thesis, and Huntington (who died in 2008) would not have been at all surprised at the killing of journalists by Islamist extremists in France, or anti-immigration marches in Germany.


Huntington’s ideas remain politically incorrect, and contemporary pundits still tend to focus on how economics is driving world power dynamics. Many assume that China will become the world’s dominant economic (and therefore political) power, but Michael Pillsbury argues that Chinese nationalists betting on American decline might be disappointed. The United States has too many resources for its power to drain away. It is a continental nation protected by the oceans from attack, has high GDP per capita, and is a bastion of innovation, technology, and education. China has regained its place in the world, but as the experience of the USSR attests, authoritarian states are always more fragile than more politically decentralised ones.










POLITICAL LEADERSHIP




Vision and implementation




“The fourteen people involved were very significant—bright, able, dedicated people, of all whom had the greatest affection for the US… If six of them had been President of the US, I think that the world might have been blown up.”


Robert Kennedy


Graham T. Allison & Philip Zelikow Essence of Decision (1971/1999)


Edward Bernays Propaganda (1928)


Carl Bernstein & Bob Woodward All the President’s Men (1974)


Winston Churchill The Gathering Storm (1948)


Abraham Lincoln The Gettysburg Address (1863)


Barack Obama A Promised Land (2020)


Sun Yat-sen Three Principles of the People (1924)


Margaret Thatcher The Autobiography (2013)





Robert Kennedy’s comment about his brother’s decision-making abilities during the Cuban Missile Crisis is a reminder of what leadership is and can be. Allison and Zelikow’s analysis of US and Soviet inner circles reveals that the biases and capabilities of each country’s navy and intelligence apparatuses were crucial in the way the crisis unfolded, along with purely political factors (after the Bay of Pigs fiasco, John F. Kennedy had to redeem himself and appear strong against Republican criticism). Yet the path that the president took—a naval blockade of Soviet ships backed by force, allowing Khrushchev to save some face—proved to be exactly the right one to defuse the situation and save the world from nuclear conflagration. Kennedy’s success also derived from his capacity to see Cuban events within a larger context (the Soviet desire to regain Berlin), instead of as an isolated incident. His finest hour is in contrast to the tawdriness of the Nixon White House, as revealed by Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward. At the time of Watergate Nixon was electorally in a commanding position and had no need for a dirty tricks campaign, but the temptation to “do in” his opponents, rather than focus on the bigger issues, would in the end be fatal to his presidency.


Although the moral leadership of a Martin Luther King Jr., Gandhi, or Mandela can be hugely significant in making the case for change, it is something else altogether to be sitting in the president’s or prime minister’s chair and making decisions that will affect millions. Churchill’s prowess as a war-time leader came partly from his skill as a historian; he was able to see Hitler’s rise as simply another example of pan-European aggression, and as the only one in his war cabinet to have seen service in the Great War, he had unusual clarity about Germany’s true designs. What Britain should be doing, he felt, was as clear as day. The question was how it could properly put the fight to Hitler when the time inevitably came, and he spent his ten “wilderness years” up to 1939 immersing himself in the minutiae of the British navy’s capabilities and technology. Churchill’s brilliance lay in being absolutely correct on the policy side (where Chamberlain and many others failed), combined with an extraordinary grasp of detail. Clausewitz’s statement that “Amateurs focus on strategy, experts on logistics” could not have been more apt.


Margaret Thatcher also had a deep sense of Britain’s place in the world, and, although more realistic than Churchill about the eclipse of its empire, was still horrified at the way postwar Britain only seemed to stay afloat through government borrowing and the caprice of unions. Profiles of substantial leaders tend to bear out the truth of Australian Prime Minister Paul Keating’s remark that “Good policy is good politics.” The electorate will not necessarily like a politician for bringing in radical change, but people know the difference between policies that aim for long-term good and those devised to win the next election. Thatcher succeeded where few expected her to precisely because she was radical. Her program of deregulation and privatization would be copied around the world, and her small-state philosophy, shared with Ronald Reagan, shook up the cozy postwar consensus. Her unflinchingly hard line on the Soviet Union would prove to be correct, both morally and politically.


Barack Obama’s legacy as president is still being debated, but his autobiography is a testament to what is possible in politics. Nothing in his background suggested his ascent, but a realisation that apparently large gaps between Americans could be bridged became deeply inspiring to many. Despite emerging from a left-wing student scene that was deeply skeptical of ‘imperial’ America, he believed it was the US’s responsibility to drive and uphold a peaceful and fair rules-based international system. Despite its many failings, Obama believed, America could still lead morally as well as economically and militarily. This view now seems slightly quaint in light of the Trump years, but America was always built on hope.


The word “propaganda” is much maligned, but as Edward Bernays pointed out, it simply refers to a concerted effort to get people behind a cause. By this definition Abraham Lincoln was one of its greatest exponents. Lincoln delivered his first big anti-slavery speech in 1854, and thereafter drew on his considerable powers in speech, language, and reasoning to convince the American public that he was right. The timeless Gettysburg Address rightly cast the slavery issue as part of a larger need for national integrity. Another great propagandist, Sun Yat-sen, despaired at China’s vulnerability to Japanese aggression and colonial exploitation by the western powers. Sun ran a long campaign, mostly from exile, for China to rid itself of centuries of dynastic rule and foreign influence and stand on its own feet. His Three Principles of the People, in calling for a new Chinese nationalism that would restore its greatness, helped to awaken national consciousness. Self-determination is always hard to argue against in moral terms, but it takes leadership to turn it into reality. Sun is now revered as the “father” of the Chinese republic.










GOVERNMENTS AND STATES




The good, the bad, and the ugly




“To deprive man of freedom is to relegate him to the status of a thing, rather than elevate him to the status of a person. Man must never be treated as a means to the end of the state, but always as an end within himself.”


Martin Luther King Jr.







“For all countries and provinces which enjoy complete freedom, make, as I have said, most rapid progress.”


Niccolò Machiavelli


Aristotle Politics (4th century bce)


Edmund Burke Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790)


Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, & James Madison The Federalist Papers (1788)


Thomas Hobbes Leviathan (1651)


John Locke Two Treatises of Government (1689)


Niccolò Machiavelli Discourses on Livy (1531)


Mencius The Mencius (3rd century bce)


Plato Crito (4th century bce)


Alexandr Solzhenitsyn The Gulag Archipelago, 1918–56 (1974)


Alexis de Tocqueville Democracy in America (1835)





What makes for good government? What form of state delivers the most benefits to the greatest number? Humanity’s search for answers has gone down many paths, some well lit and leading to a good place, others treacherous and ending in black pits.


In Aristotle’s mind, the purpose of political science was not to alight on the “perfect” system, as Plato tried to do with his Republic, but simply to find the one with the most advantages and the least disadvantages. After considering tyranny, oligarchy, and democracy, Aristotle argued that a form of the latter was best, not because he saw all people as equal, but because democracy was inherently more stable than rule by a tyrant or oligarchy. “The many are more incorruptible than the few,” he said, “they are like the greater quantity of water which is less easily corrupted than a little.” The successful society or polity is built on a large property-owning class of citizens who have a direct say in the administration of the state. They provide the stability that oligarchies and tyrannies lack. Edmund Burke made much the same argument in his polemical reaction to the French Revolution. Because the French state had been taken over by unpropertied upstarts who had nothing to lose, they happily trashed all Ancien Régime institutions, even if they had done much good and formed France’s social fabric. Like Aristotle, Burke argued that the state was not simply an administrative body to regulate the economy and keep law and order, but was to be revered as “a partnership not only between those who are living, but between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born.”


So blinded by power are some monarchs that they cannot see that even they must govern with some degree of consent. Confucius’s great interpreter Mencius put this well: “The people are of supreme importance; the altars of the gods of earth and grain come next; last comes the ruler.” Like Burke, Mencius was a conservative who sought to keep many of the ancient customs and traditions of Chinese life, but at the same time build on this foundation with more enlightened government. The strength and longevity of empires, he noted, rest on benevolence and good relations between people and state, not on vainglorious conquest or expansion.


John Locke’s emphasis on the rights of the people over the power of monarchs provided the perfect antidote to the absolutism and patriarchal philosophy of Thomas Hobbes, and though his philosophy of government by popular consent may now be taken for granted, it was very risky to voice such ideas in the seventeenth century. Lockean political philosophy was blamed for the subsequent French and American Revolutions, the secularization of western society (Locke supported religious toleration and the separation of church and state), and his notion that “Every man has a Property in his own Person which no Body has any Right to but himself” influenced the anti-slavery movement.


Also ahead of his time was Niccolò Machiavelli. Although The Prince is his most famous work, this manual of power was most likely written to ingratiate himself with the Medicis, who had come back to rule after usurping Florence’s republic. Machiavelli’s true philosophy is found in the much longer Discourses, which provides the rationale for a stable republic. He believed that only a society in which conflict was allowed, was indeed part of the system, would be robust, and moreover that such states in time tend to overshadow more controlled and homogeneous nations. In saying this, Machiavelli provided a model for the sprawling, pluralist, democratic republics that have been the most successful form of political organization in the modern era. Similarly, de Tocqueville’s famous portrait of nineteenth-century America compared the “tranquility” of authoritarian or aristocratic government to the tumult of democracy, but he noted that it was largely an illusion, for the longer a people are oppressed by the rule of a few who probably do not govern in their interests, the more fragile a regime becomes, and the more ripe for revolution. De Tocqueville concluded that what more equal and democratic societies lack in noble refinement, they make up for in being more just.


The brilliance of America’s new constitution recognized that because people are self-interested and will push for their own values to be upheld over others (“If men were angels, no government would be necessary,” wrote Founding Father James Madison), it was better to have a system that allowed for a multiplicity of interests to flourish, yet in their very number they would serve to check each other’s power. The large, pluralistic republic envisioned by Hamilton, Madison, and Jay in The Federalist Papers, with its machinery of government built on checks and balances, turned out to be exactly what the new nation needed to flourish. Strong central government would not mean a European-style tyranny, but simply allow for protection from violence, the preservation of property rights, and the provision of uniform regulations for commerce across the states. The leaders of today’s breakaway movements might profit from reading The Federalist Papers; they might be reminded of the many benefits of a strong union, and the costs of independence.


So much for good government. Orwell’s portrayal of Stalinism in Animal Farm was borne out by the accounts of dissidents such as Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, whose harrowing The Gulag Archipelago, smuggled out of the country and published in America, helped to shatter the myth of the USSR as a great social experiment in equality. The book reminds us that, despite the best of intentions, most revolutions simply substitute one ruling class for another. States that claim to be “servants of the people” often turn out to be the most brutal.










AND THE FUTURE GOES TO…




“The growth of liberal democracy, together with its companion, economic liberalism, has been the most remarkable macropolitical phenomenon of the last four hundred years.”


Francis Fukuyama


Daron Acemoglu & James A. Robinson Why Nations Fail (2012)


Francis Fukuyama The End of History and the Last Man (1992)


Mancur Olson The Rise and Decline of Nations (1982)





Does national prosperity provide for political stability, or is it the other way around? According to economists Acemoglu and Robinson, the poorest countries in the world have something in common: failed political institutions. Without the stability and transparency that good government brings, the incentive to create wealth disappears. The key difference between rich and poor countries, they argue in Why Nations Fail, is that their economic institutions provide different incentives for individuals and businesses, which in turn rest on laws and rules. Long-term stability and prosperity require a country to get the political aspects right first. The argument of the book is not necessarily new (de Tocqueville wrote: “I have no doubt that the democratic institutions of the United States … are the cause of the prodigious commercial activity of the inhabitants”), but the evidence the authors amass seems incontrovertible.


This argument is qualified by Mancur Olson, who observed that the longer a society exists, the more likely it is that its policy and laws become driven by special-interest coalitions (industry organizations, cartels, unions, farmers’ lobbies, and the like) that seek to benefit their members at the expense of society as a whole. Pressure groups may be viewed as a healthy part of a democracy, but in reality, all groups are not equal. The ones with an advantage (in funding, organization, or influence) tend to see that advantage increase over time, which has a corrupting effect on a supposedly democratic polity. The result is political polarization, the growing power of lavishly funded lobby groups, and a widening gap in incomes as a small portion of society manages to win tax relief and gain most of the benefits of growth. When the state becomes captured in this way, grievances and instability grow. Only revolution or war can reset the society to its former social mobility and economic dynamism.


One could argue that the West’s economic and political dominance in the last couple of centuries, particularly of America and Britain, has been down to openness to new ideas on government and willingness to implement them, from the liberalism of John Stuart Mill’s minimal state, to the Founding Fathers’ technocratic checks and balances on the American constitution. If western nations can stop government bloat and make democracy more truly democratic, there is still a chance that they can fulfill their promise.


Indeed, it was Francis Fukuyama’s argument that, because it is free of the inherent “defects and irrationalities” of authoritarian and collectivist forms of government, liberal democracy would prove itself to be the only sustainable form of state. Liberal democracies have their problems, he admitted in The End of History and the Last Man, but they are problems only of “the incomplete implementation of the twin principles of liberty and equality.” One could not better a system “which aimed to deliver prosperity yet at the same time largely preserved the freedom of its members.” Today, the obvious objection to Fukuyama is the authoritarian capitalist model in places like China and Singapore. Time will tell whether their success has made his thesis obsolete. As people become richer they tend to demand more rights, and to resent the inequality that comes with crony capitalism. Singapore’s dedication to the rule of law is protection against corruption, but nothing is certain with China, Russia, or the Middle Eastern oil kingdoms. Although democracy is messy and inefficient, it tends to have more stability than either oligarchy or tyranny, as Aristotle knew.


However, attacks on the West or rejection of Western values seem to be in the ascendant, and it could be argued that radical Islam provides an alter-native to liberal democracy, particularly as it transcends nation or ethnicity. On the other hand, because the Muslim world lacks political unity, there is no concerted effort to overthrow the Western model of government, and indeed there is some chance that liberal ideas will take root. There is a backlash against Islamist government in some countries, and time may well show that the separation of church and state is not a Western principle, but basic to good government the world over. Radical Islam, of course, gains much of its power from the idea that the West is “decadent” and immoral, yet political visions that develop only out of the perception of an enemy, and do not offer a complete alternative philosophy for the long-term flourishing of society, tend to falter.


No one can predict the political future, but we can say with some confidence that ideas that can deliver prosperity, peace, and a measure of freedom for the individual are likely to endure, no matter what other ideas arise. Government needs to reflect the realities of human nature, to see that people are not just consumers. A person will be grateful to a state that makes them well-off and provides physical security, but somewhere along the line they will also seek recognition of their dignity as a free human being. Plato and Aristotle argued that a city or a state had a purpose beyond being merely a good municipal manager; it had to represent something higher, seek to increase the virtue of its citizens. Yet achieving this while not destroying personal liberties is difficult. Helping to elevate people, but at the same time recognizing that they are free, may be the greatest challenge of politics in our time.




The List: Why This 50?


50 Politics Classics is necessarily subjective. With more space I could cover 100 titles, but failing that you will find a supplementary list of 50 More Politics Classics at the back of the book. A few other points to note:




	Some titles that may have been natural choices for inclusion, such as Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, Confucius’s Analects, Machiavelli’s The Prince, John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty, John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s The Social Contract, and Plato’s The Republic, I have already written about in 50 Philosophy Classics. Instead of going over the same ground, I include different books by some of these authors here.


	This book makes no claim to be an exhaustive, country-by-country survey of politics, but instead focuses on the books and ideas that have made an impact. If so many are from the West, that reflects the fact that political innovation over the last few centuries has mostly sprung from Europe and America.


	A separate biography box is not included for those chapters where there is sufficient biographical information in the commentary itself.


	Although important in the rise of modern democracy, the thirteenth-century Magna Carta was a legal document rather than a political text, and for that reason is not included here.


	Capitalization of the word ‘Black’ to denote African-American or African persons or groups has been adopted in some chapters on recent books as it is becoming more common. Chapters on older books follow the practice of those writers themselves in not observing capitalization.


	Finally, if you were wondering why Hitler’s Mein Kampf is not on the list, or for that matter Mao Tse-tung’s Little Red Book, I take the view that “classic” refers to a book that has enduring positive value. This excludes documents of racism or propaganda that should now only be read for their historical value.





Bonus


Readers are invited to download a free bundle of extra chapters not included in this edition. They cover Joseph Nye’s The Future of Power, Fareed Zakaria’s The Post-American World, The Spirit Level by Wilson & Pickett, The End of Power by Moises Naim, and No Logo by Naomi Klein. Go to www.butler-bowdon.com/50-politics-classics.html
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1948


Essays on Freedom and Power






“History is not a web woven with innocent hands. Among all the causes which degrade and demoralize men, power is the most constant and the most active.”







“The most certain test by which we judge whether a country is really free is the amount of security enjoyed by minorities.”







“Liberty is not a means to a higher political end. It is itself the highest political end.”










In a nutshell


Politics must rest on a moral foundation that accords freedom to people for the sake of it.







In a similar vein


Isaiah Berlin Two Concepts of Liberty


Francis Fukuyama The End of History and the Last Man


Niccolò Machiavelli Discourses on Livy


Alexis de Tocqueville Democracy in America










Chapter 1

Lord Acton

You may not have heard of Lord Acton, but you will certainly have heard some of his words. In 1877 Mandell Creighton published his History of the Popes, and in a private letter Acton, a well-known campaigner against “papal infallibility,” tells Creighton that he could have been a lot harder on papal power grabs and rampant Vatican corruption, not to mention the siring of illegitimate children. He writes:


“I cannot accept your canon that we are to judge Pope and King unlike other men, with a favourable presumption that they did no wrong. If there is any presumption it is the other way, against the holders of power, increasing as the power increases. Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”



He continues:


“Great men are almost always bad men, even when they exercise influence not authority: still more when you add the tendency or the certainty of corruption by authority. There is no worse heresy than that the office sanctifies the holder of it.”



Thus, the famous “power corrupts” line must be seen within the context of papal infallibility, which Acton vigorously opposed at the First Vatican Council in 1870. As a staunch Catholic, he believed that the moral laws of the Church were perfect, but that human beings certainly were not. To stay in power a good person may need to become bad, and their potential for badness grows in line with the extent of their power.

Though he published no books in his lifetime, Acton worked for years on a history of liberty that would trace the slow emergence of freedom from classical times through to the modern world. He never completed it, and his collected essays were published only after his death. Indeed, Acton’s view of history as a morality tale in which liberty and truth unfold over time was unfashionable during his lifetime; according to biographer Gertrude Himmelfarb, it was only during the Second World War that his unyielding moral outlook came into its own and was seen as a prophetic warning against totalitarianism.



The history of freedom

As a historian, Acton is distinguished by three factors: a cosmopolitan view (we must range across countries and cultures to extract universal truths instead of sticking to national histories); a trust in empirical research (he was a keen visitor to European archives); and the judgment of history according to timeless moral standards, preferably Christian ones (“The short triumph of Athenian liberty, and its quick decline,” he writes, “belong to an age which possessed no fixed standard of right and wrong.”)

Acton follows a Liberal/Whig approach, viewing history as the progress of increasing freedom. There is a “constancy of progress … in the direction of organised and assured freedom,” he writes; moreover, this is “the characteristic fact of modern history.” Like de Tocqueville, he believes that Providence works through history, slowly ensuring that the good triumphs over ignorance and evil. This, he admits, goes against the modern view of historians such as Ranke and Carlyle that there is no pattern or direction to events.

Still, Acton qualifies this approach by saying that “the wisdom of divine rule appears not in the perfection but in the improvement of the world.” He has no illusions about the virtual impossibility of achieving a perfect society, knowing that political liberty means freedom of action. The moment a ruler or state tries to achieve perfection, or “one view” of how things should be, is when things start to go bad. Instead, he describes liberty as “the delicate fruit of a mature civilization,” and notes that “at all times sincere friends of freedom have been rare.” It takes a long time for freedom to become rooted in institutions, and even then it is prey to subversion and corruption.

Yet if freedom is always fragile, Acton notes, it is also true that absolutism and tyranny never last. No power group can ever attain implicit obedience for long. Power continually has to justify itself, and often it has a hard time doing so. In direct contrast, societies where “there has been long and arduous experience, a rampart of tried conviction and accumulated knowledge, where there is a fair level of general morality, education, courage, and self-restraint” do after a time have a certain strength and resilience. It is the absolutist regimes, so powerful looking, that are as fragile as an egg.




Liberty and absolutism

Acton defines liberty as “the assurance that every man shall be protected in doing what he believes his duty against the influence of authority and majorities, custom and opinion.” Freer societies, he says, can be distinguished by universal representation, the absence of slavery, the sway of public opinion, and also, crucially, “the security of the weaker groups and the liberty of conscience, which, effectually secured, secures the rest.” Despite being wealthy and well connected, Acton was also part of a minority group that had long been discriminated against: he was a Catholic in largely Protestant England, and as a young man was rejected from Cambridge University because of his faith. Unsurprisingly, for Acton freedom of worship is the foundation of political freedom. And on freedom he is clear, giving us another of his famous statements: “Liberty is not a means to a higher political end. It is itself the highest political end.”

The history of liberty, Acton says, is the history of “the deliverance of man … from the power of man.” He is pleased to admit that much of the progress had happened in England, which had always been relatively tolerant and less lustful of power than other nations. Yet no nation should ever rest on its political or institutional laurels, and we only need think of Greece and Rome to be reminded of that. Indeed, the history of liberty is far from finished; it is high maintenance and its growth is never certain.




Liberty and democracy

Acton characterizes medieval Europe as a fight between an emerging democratic outlook and an entrenched aristocracy determined to hold on to its social and economic power. States were not as strong as they are now; their authority was restricted by powerful classes and associations. Over time, though, church and state combined in power to balance the aristocracy, and this came with its own corruption and abuses. It took someone of the fiber of Martin Luther to challenge the paradigm, and a kind of consensus developed on the right blend between liberty and good governance. Rudimentary democracy with limited suffrage became established, along with the principle of no taxation without representation or consent; and although serfdom remained, slavery itself disappeared.

In an essay on Erskine May’s Democracy in Europe, Acton spells out his view on the difference between liberty and democracy. We should not forget, he says, that democracies have allowed the slave trade to flourish, and many of the most religiously intolerant societies have been democracies. Moreover, a tyranny of the majority could be as bad as a tyranny of one: “democracy, like monarchy, is salutary within limits and fatal in excess.” We saw this in the Terror that followed the French Revolution, and it happened centuries before in Athens, where the voting populace believed that nothing could stop the mighty city-state and it grew drunk on power. By the time it saw the error of its ways, Acton says, it was too late to save the Republic.

The framers of the American constitution, Acton notes, combined the French revolutionary insistence on popular sovereignty with some of the caution of the English parliament. The final result was a system of wise checks and balances that ranged from an independent judiciary to an empowered executive, from a clear separation of church and state to a Second Chamber – and underlying it all the federalism that would ensure a central government that was strong enough to get things done, but whose power would be balanced by the states. “It was democracy in its highest perfection,” Acton writes, “armed and vigilant, less against aristocracy and monarchy than against its own weakness and excess.”

In contrast to the fierce hatred of the Ancien Régime that brought on the events in Paris in 1789, the defining aspects of American independence were moderation and people’s simple desire to get on in life. Property ownership and monetary wealth became the new arbiters of social standing. What mattered was equality of opportunity rather than actual equality, in contrast to the French revolutionaries’ lust for wealth distribution, an equality “drenched in blood,” as Acton puts it. One of his most important points is that there are no obvious links between liberty, democracy, and equality. There are tradeoffs to be made, and his conviction was that liberty was the most crucial of the three. What was a democracy worth if it did not enshrine and protect personal liberties? And how could one justify redistribution if it meant violence and theft from the rich?




Final comments

Acton scholar Josef Altholz opined in a lengthy entry in the Oxford National Dictionary of Biography that Acton’s life “was largely a failure.” Acton was indeed a failed politician, a poor manager of his inherited estates (he had to go into debt to service them, and sold his library under duress), and, despite his legendary learning, completed no books. His insistence that successful societies must have a moral, Christian backbone would seem to reduce his relevance to the twenty-first century even further.

Yet Acton’s bigger ideas on freedom, democracy, and power can still inspire and guide. One of his great insights is that democracies end up having to choose between the sovereignty of the people (which can simply become the “rule of the mob”) and the rule of law. The latter, he felt, always provides a much stronger framework of liberties. It is too easy to put liberty and democracy together as if they are simply the same, but Acton reminds us that individual liberties can easily be trampled on by the force of an apparent “popular will.” A democracy with full suffrage is not worth much if individuals are not protected by a solid constitution and laws that vouch for their individual freedom to believe what they want and associate with whom they wish.

Acton’s final message is that we who live in democratic systems should never be complacent. Democracy is desirable to the extent that it enhances and preserves liberty. If it does not achieve this, casting a vote in a ballot box is a hollow act.


Lord Acton

John Emerich Edward Dalberg-Acton was born in 1834 in Naples, a former sovereign state of which his grandfather had been prime minister. He was the only child of Sir Ferdinand Acton and Marie Louise Pelline de Dalberg, of a German noble family. After his father died, his mother took him to live in England where she married Liberal politician Lord Leveson, second Earl Granville, who became foreign secretary under William Gladstone.

Cosmopolitan from birth, as a boy Acton could speak Italian, German, French, and English fluently. (Himmelfarb notes that as an adult, “he chatted in English with his children, in German with his Bavarian-born wife … in French with his sister-in-law, and in Italian with his mother-in-law.”) After being schooled in Paris and at the Catholic Oscott College in England, he tried unsuccessfully to gain entry to Cambridge. The renowned Catholic historian Ignaz von Döllinger then became his tutor, and instilled in him an aversion to any kind of religious or state absolutism.

In his late teens and early 20s Acton met eminent people across Europe and the US, including Pope Pius ix, and attended the coronation of Tsar Alexander ii of Russia. In 1857 he settled at the Acton family seat in Aldenham in Shropshire, where he built up his great library. He began to enter the political arena, but was only partially successful. However, he would later become an adviser and confidant to Gladstone. Acton became influential through his editorship of The Rambler, an organ of English liberal Catholicism, which became the Home and Foreign Review. Under pressure from Rome Acton folded the Review and turned to historical research into religious persecution.

In 1865 Acton married his cousin, the Countess Maria Anna Ludomilla Euphrosina. In 1869 he was created Baron Acton on Gladstone’s recommendation, becoming one of the first Catholic peers. In 1872 he received an honorary doctorate of philosophy from Munich University, followed by honorary degrees from Cambridge (1889) and Oxford (1891). In 1892 he was made regius professor of modern history at Trinity College, Cambridge, giving popular lectures on the French Revolution and other areas. He was appointed editor of the Cambridge Modern History, but he had a paralyzing stroke in 1901. After being moved to his wife’s family home in Tegernsee, Bavaria, Acton died the following year.
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Why Nations Fail






“While economic institutions are critical for determining whether a country is poor or prosperous, it is politics and political institutions that determine what economic institutions a country has.”







“Inclusive economic institutions that enforce property rights, create a level playing field, and encourage investments in new technologies and skills are more conducive to economic growth than extractive economic institutions that are structured to extract resources from the many by the few and that fail to protect property rights or provide incentives for economic activity.”







“Chinese growth, as it has unfolded so far, is just another form of growth under extractive political institutions, unlikely to translate into sustained economic development.”










In a nutshell


The poorest countries in the world have something in common: failed political institutions. Without the stability and transparency that good government brings, the incentive to create wealth disappears.







In a similar vein


Lord Acton Essays on Freedom and Power


Mancur Olson The Rise and Decline of Nations


Karl Popper The Open Society and Its Enemies










Chapter 2

Daron Acemoglu & James A. Robinson

What do people in poor countries desire most? Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity, and Poverty begins with quotes from some of the young protesters who helped bring down the Mubarak regime in Egypt, with the aim of trying to untangle what they were after. For instance, software engineer and blogger Wael Khalil, one of the movement’s leaders, made a list of 12 things that he wanted to change. Rather than issues such as higher wages and lower prices, all his demands were political. Egypt’s economic malaise was a direct result of an elite’s monopolization of politics and political institutions. If this did not change, nothing else would—including the economy.

Putting politics first might seem obvious, note Acemoglu (economics, MIT) and Robinson (political science, Harvard), but professors and pundits usually put forward other explanations for a country’s failure. In Egypt’s case these would include geography—its lack of water and arable land has inevitably held it back, compared to more verdant places; culture—Egyptians are seen as lacking the work ethic to succeed, and the people’s Islamic beliefs are inimical to economic success; and bad decision-making by its leaders—if the country had been better managed and ruled, it would be much better off by now.

The protesters have it right, Acemoglu and Robinson argue, and the experts are wrong. Whether it is Egypt, Sierra Leone, Zimbabwe, or North Korea, the poorest countries have much in common. They have elites who have seized political power and looted nearly all the wealth, drying up opportunities for advancement and prosperity for the mass of people. By contrast, successful, rich countries tend to have political rights that are broadly distributed, governments accountable to citizens, and economic opportunities open to all. The key difference between rich and poor countries, Why Nations Fail argues, is that their institutions offer different incentives for individuals and businesses. These incentives are provided by economic institutions, but they rest on political laws and rules.

History is important. The reason that nations like Britain, France, and the US are wealthy today is because a long time ago each of them overthrew the groups that had monopolized power and wealth. Of course, many “revolutions” simply turn out to be one group replacing another as the elite (Egypt was ruled by the Ottomans, then colonial Britain, then a monarchy, then a secular autocracy), with no real transformation in political rights and, consequently, no increase in popular wealth. Yet occasionally (such as 1688 in England or 1789 in France) lasting political change happens, and it breaks open the coffers of national wealth for all.



Power and wealth: To share or not to share

Transparent property rights, the freedom to exchange, a legal system to enforce contracts, the building of roads to assist commerce—all of these can only really be achieved by the state. And when they are organized so that everyone can partake in and benefit from them, they are called inclusive institutions. However, when the legal system and economic institutions are set up to benefit one portion of the community (the Spanish in colonial Latin America, the plantation owners in Barbados, the ruling elite in North Korea, for instance), these extractive institutions give no incentive and no ability for the mass of people to try to advance and work for the good things in life. When this happens, an economy will stagnate.

It is not only public amenities such as clean water, a constant electricity supply, good roads, and healthcare that mark the difference between wealthier and poor countries, better law and order and transparency of criminal law also generally feature. In a developed country, one does not expect to be dragged from one’s home in the middle of the night for no apparent reason, and the government cannot simply take your home or your business away from you. Perhaps even more important is the gulf in opportunity. People do not try to cross the Rio Grande or get on an overcrowded boat to cross the Mediterranean simply to obtain running water in their homes, but to have the chances they will never get at home because they are not part of an elite. They want to partake in a labor market in which they can choose the area to work in that best fits their talents and thus where they will have the greatest productivity.

Yet if it has been proven time and again that inclusive economic institutions make a country rich, Acemoglu and Robinson ask, why doesn’t every state want to establish them, even authoritarian regimes?

Elites in any country usually resist setting up more pluralistic and open economic institutions because these would threaten their extractive power, and power is hard to give up. Most dictators (the authors’ example is former dictator Joseph Mobutu, who controlled Congo from 1965 to 1997) believe that they would be better off looting their country and spending lavishly on planes and houses for themselves, compared to being merely the leader of a wealthier country. Unfortunately, Mobutu and those like him are correct. In places like Congo, one group or another will always be seizing and holding on to power, whether it is corrupt kings, colonizing powers, socialist revolutionaries, or usurping militias. In contrast, inclusive institutions distribute wealth and power in a way that makes it hard to amass illegal spoils and get away with it. If that does happen, whoever is in power will just be voted out.

The huge nineteenth-century monopolies in America such as that possessed by Standard Oil tell us that markets alone do not bring inclusive institutions. Indeed, a market monopoly can be used to amass power and wealth, crowding out opportunities for others. “Trust busting” remains one of the most important roles of government. Muckraking journalists such as Ida Tarbell highlighted the shady practices of “robber barons” including Vanderbilt and Rockefeller, putting pressure on politicians to act, even if some of them were in the pockets of the barons themselves. A free press continues to be vital as a check on extractive tendencies. Indeed, control of the media is perhaps the most important plank in extractive regimes, whether it is television, newspapers, or social media.




Distribution of power: The shadow of history

World inequality not only persists, but even strengthens over time, because a country’s institutions (which are often “deeply rooted in the past,” Acemoglu and Robinson note) push it one way or another. The way a country has organized itself originally sets in motion a way of seeing and acting that is hard to change. If lack of opportunity for all is not addressed in the first place, it tends to become entrenched. And if the present set of arrangements suits a certain group or class, there will be no incentive for them to change to benefit a larger proportion of the population. Thus what shapes society is not a rational assessment of the institutions and policies that would ensure more benefit for more people, but the policies put in place by the powerful to protect their interests. One group that feels disenfranchised—say, a leftist political party—may overthrow the government, only to empower its group at the expense of the rest, and so a pattern of instability is perpetuated. Sociologist Robert Michels calls this the “iron law of oligarchy,” and it has proved hard to overturn.

Only systems that ensure a wide distribution of power create genuinely successful nations in which all have the chance to prosper and participate. Often, the reason a nation moves in the direction of distributed power seems to be down to chance or a “critical juncture.” The North American colonies were originally intended to replicate European feudal conditions, with rich landowners extracting wealth through cheap or slave labor. While this certainly occurred in the Southern plantation economy, in the Northern colonies the lack of available labor (both white and native) meant that the settlers had more bargaining power, and the land itself was better suited to small free-holdings that could be farmed by a single family. These realities forged a self-reliant outlook, and the English authorities realized that the new land would only be developed if people had the incentive of enriching themselves.




Why growth is not all it seems

Not all countries with extractive institutions fare poorly, at least in the short term. Between the 1930s and the 1970s the Soviet Union rapidly expanded economically as it shifted resources from agriculture to industry, assisted by the power of the state. However, it all ran out of steam in the 1980s.

Sometimes an extractive government can make an economy grow fast if it monopolizes production in something that the world wants (e.g., Barbados and sugar production) or transfers resources from less valuable (agriculture) to more valuable (factory production), which is what Stalin did when he collectivized the farms and transferred the income into building up Russian industry. Even if the process is inefficient compared to a market economy, the technology is lagging, and it is achieved by coercion, growth can still happen. Between 1928 and 1960 the Soviet economy grew by 6 percent, and this fooled many people into thinking that this was sustainable, and that it would even overtake the US economy. In fact, by the 1970s “lack of innovation and poor economic incentives prevented any further progress,” Acemoglu and Robinson note, and growth came to a halt.

Chinese growth of the last 15 years is very similar, these authors say, to the burst of growth in the Soviet Union. They admit that the contemporary Chinese economy is much more diversified than the Soviet one was, and there are also millions of Chinese entrepreneurs. Yet the same principles apply. “As long as political institutions remain extractive,” they comment, “growth will be inherently limited, as it has been in all other similar cases.” Sustained growth will only happen in China if “creative destruction” is allowed within the economy—and how likely is that when the government owns or controls a large chunk of the big state companies? Moreover, creative destruction can only come about through inclusive political institutions, and there is no sign of these emerging.




Final comments

It is easy for people in rich democratic societies to tut-tut at the inability of some countries to get their political and constitutional houses in order, but Acemoglu and Robinson repeatedly make the point that institutions like parliamentary democracy, a free press, an independent judiciary, and property rights take decades, if not centuries, to bed down. They usually emerge not through high-minded motivation but because they guarantee the best economic outcome for the most number of groups in the polity; paradoxically, ensuring that people’s selfish motives can be satisfied provides for a more equitable outcome for all. Yet the authors reject the idea that their theory is deterministic. It was not historical necessity that the United States or Britain or France became rich and dominant players in modern history, or that it had to be Europe that colonized other parts of the world. One just cannot predict when countries will make a permanent transition, after many false starts, from extractive institutions to inclusive ones; there is a fair amount of contingency or luck involved, and even if the conditions seem right, one should never underestimate the iron law of oligarchy.

Why Nations Fail will open your eyes to the deadening and weakening effects of colonization on host countries, just how prevalent a force slavery has been throughout history, and the extent to which, given any opportunity, humans choose domination over others rather than the distribution of power, even if that distribution will lead to the prospering of the nation as a whole. You may become angry as you read how various regimes did whatever it took to prevent the advance and enrichment of their people, only because of a threat to their control. Yet the book may also make you want to glory in the small and infrequent decisions in favor of freedom and openness that would, in time, have big results.
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1971


Rules for Radicals






“There can be no darker or more devastating tragedy than the death of man’s faith in himself and in his power to direct his future.”







“It is impossible to conceive of a world devoid of power; the only choice of concepts is between organized and unorganized power.”







“The Prince was written by Machiavelli for the Haves to hold on to power. Rules for Radicals is written for the Have-Nots on how to take it away.”










In a nutshell


Radicals need to understand the nature of power if they are ever to see their aims materialize.







In a similar vein


Mohandas K. Gandhi Autobiography


Emma Goldman Anarchism and Other Essays


Nelson Mandela Long Walk to Freedom


Barack Obama The Promised Land


Henry David Thoreau Civil Disobedience












Chapter 3


Saul Alinsky


The McCarthy era and its witch hunt for communists decimated the ranks of American radicals, yet it did not stop the disillusionment that America’s young felt in the 1960s about politicians and institutions, and the materialistic lives their parents seemed to lead. To the young, the world as it was ordered made no sense and was full of injustice. Yet when Saul Alinsky heard people saying they wanted a better world, this pioneering community organizer felt like asking: Exactly what kind of world, and how would you achieve it? He wrote Rules for Radicals: A Pragmatic Primer for Realistic Radicals for people who were committed to real change, not merely to talking about a world of peace and love.


Equality, justice, peace, cooperation, opportunities for education, meaningful employment, and health are all worth fighting for, but they are not achieved easily: “The significant changes in history have been made by revolutions,” Alinsky asserts, but in their haste for change, radicals rarely understand the mechanics of mass movements and revolutionary change. It was this gap that Rules for Radicals aimed to fill. “There are certain central concepts of action in human politics that operate regardless of the scene or the time,” Alinsky writes. “To know these is basic to a pragmatic attack on the system.” Among many other people, Rules for Radicals is said to have inspired a young Barack Obama in his days as a community organizer on Chicago’s South Side.






The making of an organizer


Alinsky ran courses in grassroots community organizing, training everyone from middle-class female activists to Catholic priests, from Black Panther black nationalists to radical philosophers. An activist or organizer’s life is not easy, he warns; the activity is around the clock and often seems fruitless.


Alinsky draws a contrast between a leader and an activist. Whereas a leader’s work tends ultimately to benefit him- or herself, the aim of the activist is to empower others. The one trait an organizer must possess is the ability to communicate and inspire people. One part of this is the deployment of humor, which so few of the rebellious generation knew how to use. Real radicals will even cut off their long hair, Alinsky says, if they want to get through to conservatives; the public is often so turned off by rabble rousers and their shouting that they never bother to learn what the protesters are after. Alinsky also condemns those who in the 1960s burned the American flag as part of their protests. Such an act could only alienate; the focus should rather have been on individual politicians who had failed to live up to American ideals.


Organizers should be willing to use their imagination to put themselves in the enemy’s shoes, if only to get a better result. “Compromise” is not a dirty word; in fact, it is what makes for a free and open society. A society without compromise is a totalitarian one. Moreover, Alinsky says, “If you start with nothing, demand 100 percent, then compromise for 30 percent, you’re 30 percent ahead.”


Yet it is important that organizers see their issue in black and white. To get things done, you have to believe—or make others believe—that your cause is 100 percent just, and that the other side is totally immoral. For example, the Founding Fathers knew that to turn a skeptical collection of states and colonies into a united nation, they needed to instill a sense of moral superiority. The Declaration of Independence omitted mention of any good the British had done, pointing only to the bad.
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