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Introduction


Attending a reception to mark the tenth anniversary of the introduction of same sex marriage in the United Kingdom, the part I enjoyed most was a discussion among some of those involved about how this historic change had happened, and without anyone voting for it, either in an election or a referendum.


In a video, former Prime Minister David Cameron, a Conservative, explained that his wife had softened his traditionalist views and he thanked his political opponents for helping to build a consensus. A former junior minister, a Liberal Democrat, recalled being advised to conquer the drudgery of governing by focusing on one policy that could stand the test of time; equal marriage had been hers. A legendary activist explained that his target had been a court ruling from 1971 that interpreted existing marriage laws in a restrictive way. A publisher told of pre-recording supportive video messages from celebrities and citizens so that whenever a negative news story dropped, there was a positive version. Another campaigner explained how Britain’s incomplete separation of church and state meant Parliament could only mandate so much when it came to religion.


During the discussion I mentally ticked off many of the topics in this book – government, legislatures, church and state, influence, the courts, the media, the constitution, liberal democracy, representative democracy, majoritarian democracy, politicians, leaders, even a bit of federalism – things that prove ‘democracy’ is about a lot more than just the act of voting or whatever politics is happening that day.


I have spent much of my life reporting on the latter without much time to think about the big theories driving events, and this is my attempt to address that. Rather than try to replicate the many good encyclopedias out there, I offer a series of chapters to provide a readable overview from which you can come to your own conclusions, rather than hearing mine. Democracy is both older and newer than you might think. How it works in other places can feel simultaneously familiar and very different. And to quote the politician that I have reported on the most – the EU’s chief Brexit negotiator Michel Barnier – ‘It’s an ongoing process’.


Adam Fleming










01Ancient Democracies



When the academic Jean-Paul Gagnon carried out a search to find how many different versions of democracy featured in literature, the media and on the internet, he discovered . . . 2,234 of them. The word originated in Greece in around 500 BCE – or more specifically, Athens, a dominant city-state among a collection of settlements rather than a coherent country. In Greek, demos means ‘people’, and kratos, ‘power’. People power.


The oldest-surviving sales pitch for the Athenian model of democracy comes from a speech given in 431 BCE by the city’s ruler Pericles. The historian Thucydides wrote it down several decades later. Pericles was delivering the eulogy at the annual mass public funeral for the victims of the ongoing Peloponnesian War. ‘It is true that we are called a democracy, for the administration is in the hands of the many and not of the few,’ he said. With the bones of the dead laid out in a tent nearby, he explained:




‘Here each individual is interested not only in his own affairs but in the affairs of the state as well: even those who are mostly occupied with their own business are extremely well informed on general politics – this is a peculiarity of ours: we do not say that a man who takes no interest in politics is a man who minds his own business; we say that he has no business here at all.’





Elements of Athenian democracy


The main peculiarity of Athenian democracy to modern eyes is how hands-on it was compared to a 21st-century representative democracy. Forty times a year, at least 6,000 ordinary citizens – although not really all citizens, only men over 20 who had completed two years of military service – would meet at the ecclesia, or assembly. Orators would make their case in policy areas from taxation to the navy. Proceedings were underpinned by parrhesia – freedom of speech – and isegoria – the right of equal participation for all. The aim was for decisions to be unanimous, but disagreements would be settled by a show of hands.


These sessions took place at the Pnyx, an amphitheatre carved into the hillside. Its design evolved over time, but in one iteration speakers stood on a stage called the bema with only the sky behind them. They faced the sun for most of the day so there would be no shadows on their faces, and the reactions of the assembled citizenry would be visible to all. It was designed to provide maximum clarity.


The work of the assembly was managed by the boule. This was also known as the Council of 500 because each of the city’s ten tribes sent fifty members, who could be farmers, sailors, businesspeople, teachers, anyone. The president of the boule’s term lasted a single day. A group of council members was on standby every hour of every day to handle urgent matters. There was a mixture of courts, where criminal cases were heard and where laws were assessed.


Random chance was an important element of Athenian democracy. Selection for membership of the boule, for juries and for many roles in Athenian officialdom, such as tax collection, was done by lot, a process known as sortition. That anyone could serve helped to conjure a sense of political equality in the city. It also meant there was less need for elections, and the rivalries that came with them. Selecting individuals randomly rather than on merit, served as a check on their egos. The ever-revolving cast in officialdom also meant that the assembly remained as a powerful constant. A benign interpretation is that it reinforced the primacy of this most democratic body; a more cynical view holds that it maintained the power of individuals who knew how to manipulate the assembled mass.


The constitution


All of this is known thanks to fragments of speeches, archaeological evidence and reports by ancient historians. The clearest account comes from Aristotle in his Athenian Constitution, discovered on papyrus scrolls in Egypt in the late 19th century. The work splits in two – a history of the development of the Athenian state followed by a detailed rundown of how it worked – and it feels as detailed as the rules of procedure found on any parliamentary website today. There are two problems, though. Firstly, a leading Aristotelian scholar said the history section is ‘mostly rubbish’, and, secondly, it was probably not written by Aristotle but by his pupils, and only attributed to him for branding purposes.




Meanwhile . . . in Rome







At around the same time as the move towards democracy in ancient Greece, the ancient Romans were establishing another governing model – the republic. Res meant ‘affair’ in Latin, and publicus, ‘people’. In its most basic form republicanism meant rejection of rule by the king, and a partnership between the people and the ruling elite of the Senate. This relationship was visible everywhere in the stamp that adorned money, official documents, public buildings and soliders’ banners: SPQR – Senatus Populusque Romanus – The Senate and the People of Rome. Cicero summed it up: ‘While power resides in the people, authority rests with the Senate.’


There were democratic elements. Every year, the people elected two senators to serve as consuls. They commanded the army, chaired the Senate and alternated duties on a monthly basis. There was an assembly, entry to which was granted by Roman citizenship, which applied very widely. But as the empire expanded geographically, fewer citizens were able to attend. Around 50 influential families, called gentes, wielded power. The consuls and the assembly became weaker as the Roman emperors grew stronger.





The cradle of democracy


Ancient Athens and Rome have dominated the history of democracy because accounts of them have survived and because much of the history has been written from a Western perspective. These ancient models have had longevity, quoted from the days of St Thomas Aquinas in the 13th century to the Occupy Wall Street protestors in the 21st. But archaeologists have uncovered evidence of assembly-style bodies existing much earlier and much further east than Greece. Historians point out that Confucius was writing about the nature of government in China before Plato was born, while the philosopher Chanakya was theorizing about power and accountability in India shortly after the death of Aristotle.


The rose-tinted idea of Athens as the ‘cradle of democracy’ has been revised, too, with scholars highlighting a number of problems. Namely, that the city was not really that democratic because its version of democracy excluded women, immigrants and slaves. Slaves outnumbered the free in Athens by three to two, according to some estimates. And an ‘immigrant’ could be someone whose family had lived there for some time. The apparently level playing field of the assembly has also been described as an illusion because it could be dominated by those who had the time, money and training to sway the crowd. Even Pericles’ famous homage to the Athenian system has been questioned – was it just fighting talk to keep the population motivated in the war against Sparta? Or maybe it was only quoted to serve as a warning to future generations about how easily the mob could be stirred?


The condensed idea


In the hands of the many not the few










02Political Animals



Two millennia ago, Aristotle wrote: ‘Man is by nature a political animal.’ By this he meant that human beings inevitably form attachments – families and communities – that gradually develop into villages that then turn into towns, which become cities. This, Aristotle believed, is because ‘Every man has by nature an impulse toward a partnership with others’. The insights that flowed from this, particularly in Aristotle’s monumental work The Politics, have left most political thinkers indebted to him. Aristotle was not just a tutor to a young Alexander the Great . . . but to everyone.


Who rules?


After looking at the multiple types of constitutional arrangement he saw around him, Aristotle asked himself: ‘Who rules and on whose behalf?’ The philosopher developed three types of constitution – rule by the one, by the few or by the many. Each version could be done well or selfishly. Rule by one was monarchy, and its evil twin was tyranny. Leadership by the few was aristocracy, and its perverted form, oligarchy. The ideal form was ‘polity’, which was a sweet spot where smart, ethical citizens collaborated in the common interest. The suboptimal version of polity tended to be unstable because it incorporated the rowdy and uninformed poor. Aristotle called this . . . democracy. He concluded:




The polis







Aristotle gave the name polis to a city in which people cooperated in its administration for their mutual benefit. The polis was a place where man could seek the good life, and his pursuit of the virtues of kindness and beauty should be enabled by the rulers of the city. All of this was perfectly natural, Aristotle thought. He also wrote extensively on justice and equality – although this equality did not extend to slaves or people who were not deemed intelligent enough to participate in public life. And while he believed that women had the ability to think for themselves, he also determined that they needed the ‘supervision’ of men.







‘. . . constitutions that aim at the common advantage are correct and just without qualification, whereas those that aim only at the advantage of the rulers are deviant and unjust, because they involve despotic rule, which is inappropriate for a community of free persons.’





Aristotle believed that the ideal constitution was probably a mixture of all of them, and that democracy was the best option if a five-star-quality polity could not be constructed.


Plato


On the other hand, Plato, Aristotle’s elder, had little time for the concept of democracy. He had reason to be cynical of popular power because the citizens in the assembly had just sentenced his mentor Socrates to death (the philosopher beat them to it by drinking poison). Athens had also been defeated by Sparta, so its model did not look strong. Plato’s critique of Athenian democracy is found in his epic meditation on the ideal state, The Republic. At one point he talked about someone looking after ‘a large and powerful animal’ (read: the public). The keeper might know a lot about the animal’s diet and how generally to keep it under control, but if it is to be properly cared for or nurtured, Plato said, the keeper should really know what it finds ‘admirable or shameful, good or bad, right or wrong’. This was about the difficulty of really knowing the public will, and a warning about the dangers of populism and of demagoguery.


Another of Plato’s metaphors lies in an extended anecdote about an imaginary ship on a troubled voyage with an argumentative crew and a captain who is a bit deaf and partially sighted:




‘The crew are all quarrelling with each other about how to navigate the ship, each thinking he ought to be at the helm; they have never learned the art of navigation and cannot say that anyone ever taught it them, or that they spent any time studying it; indeed they say it can’t be taught and are ready to murder anyone who says it can. They spend all their time milling round the captain and doing all they can to get him to give them the helm. If one faction is more successful than another, their rivals may kill them and throw them overboard, lay out the honest captain with drugs or drink or in some other way, take control of the ship, help themselves to what’s on board, and turn the voyage into the sort of drunken pleasure-cruise you would expect. Finally, they reserve their admiration for the man who knows how to lend a hand in controlling the captain by force or fraud; they praise his seamanship and navigation and knowledge of the sea and condemn everyone else as useless. They have no idea that the true navigator must study the seasons of the year, the sky, the stars, the winds and all the other subjects appropriate to his profession . . . With all this going on aboard, aren’t the sailors on any such ship bound to regard the true navigator as a word-spinner and a star-gazer, of no use to them at all?’





What Plato was getting at would be labelled by later generations as the ‘tyranny of the majority’. Democracy leads to chaos, and order can only be restored by an option even worse than democracy – the pure tyranny of a single despotic ruler.


The guardians


Therefore, Plato said, the state should be led by its own star-gazer – a Philosopher-King, selected from an elite class of experts, known as ‘guardians’. Potential guardians would be plucked from their families at a young age and sent to a commune. They would spend some time in the military, before dedicating themselves to the study of philosophy from the age of 30 – because only philosophers knew true human virtues, whereas everyone else was merely mimicking them. To prevent corruption, guardians would be banned from owning anything. (Philosophers would never be corrupt anyway because all that time thinking would have given them special access to the things that make people decent, Plato argued.) A modern way of putting this might be ‘benign dictatorship’ or the governments of technocrats that get installed when countries find themselves in a crisis. A modern response might be: ‘We’ve had enough of experts.’


Plato identified what the academic Paul Corcoran describes as ‘the perversity of democratic constitutions, the disorderliness of democratic politics and the moral depravity of the democratic character’. That was the view of democracy that stuck for centuries. Later, Aristotle’s work was rediscovered in universities springing up across Europe in the Middle Ages and in the form of commentaries by the Muslim scholar Abū al-Walīd Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Rushd, also known as Averroës, who was active in Seville, Cordoba and Marrakesh. The Dominican priest Thomas Aquinas quoted Aristotelian concepts as he sought to fuse together religion and philosophy; Marsilius of Padua used them in his argument that the Pope should stick to religion and not governing; and Niccolò Machiavelli drew on them as he began formulating his argument that successful rulers had to be cunning to be kind in Florence in the early 16th century.


The condensed idea


Democracy as a boozy cruise










03The Social Contract



A politician issues a list of pledges with her signature at the bottom. A French protestor says they have paid into the system all their life and so raising the retirement age is unfair. Whether conscious of the fact or not, the politician and protestor are both referencing the social contract, a way of thinking about the relationship between the people and their rulers that began in the 17th century. If you give up some of your rights, what do you get in return?


The sovereign


Political philosophy has only a few killer catchphrases, but English philosopher Thomas Hobbes came up with one of the greatest: ‘Solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.’ He was referring to what he called humanity’s ‘state of nature’ – life before there were any rules. Because resources are scarce, because human beings are just bodies in constant motion and because the only way a person can guarantee their security is by attacking first, life in the state of nature is ‘war of all against all’.


This can be avoided if people agree among themselves to hand total power to a sovereign – which could be a person or a group of people or an assembly – in return for the guarantee of protection. ‘A common power to keep them all in awe.’ Often misunderstood, Hobbes’s social contract is the deal struck within the population, rather than the one between the leader and the led.


Government


English philosopher John Locke, who was exiled to France and the Netherlands because he was opposed to the Catholic James II inheriting the Crown from his brother Charles II, had a much more optimistic view of human nature. He felt that Hobbesian absolute rule was a form of slavery. He argued that human beings could use reason and follow laws, and that they possessed innate natural rights – to ‘life, liberty and estate.’ (‘Estate’ meaning possessions in general, not just a country house with grounds.)


The problem was that, as populations grew and private property proliferated, there was a need for a neutral arbiter to settle disputes – a government. But in his Two Treatises of Government in 1689, Locke argued for a limited one that filled in the gaps in the state of nature, which preserved peace and property rights, and managed public goods. In what was effectively the birth of liberalism, Locke summarized the powers of the state as:




Leviathan (1651)







Thomas Hobbes was the second son of an alcoholic clergyman. He studied at Oxford and then became a tutor to several generations of an aristocratic family. His thinking about the nature of the state evolved over several works, the most famous of which is Leviathan, named after a biblical sea monster and written in France while the English Civil War raged across the Channel. Hobbes’s creation is summed up well by the slightly creepy illustration at the front of the book. It shows a town nestled beneath some rolling hills. Above it rises a giant bearded man, who wears a crown and carries a sword, which symbolizes security, except his body is made up of hundreds of tiny human faces. ‘It feels like a jolt in the history of ideas . . . but it is also slightly mad,’ wrote podcaster and professor David Runciman in Confronting Leviathan. He argued that Hobbes began ‘the story of us as moderns – modern citizens or modern subjects of modern states. And the modern state, the idea of the modern state, is still the organizing principle and institution of our politics and our world.’







‘the right of making Laws with Penalties of Death, and consequently all less Penalties, for the Regulating and Preserving of Property, and of employing the force of the Community, in the Execution of such Laws and in defence of the Common-wealth from Foreign Injury, and all this only for the Publick Good.’





A government would be legitimate if the population had agreed among themselves to have one, if it kept their consent and if power could be taken back.


Freedom and equality


Born in Geneva and then a leading member of the philosophical elite in Paris in the 1740s, Jean-Jacques Rousseau also had a favourable view of the state of nature. In it, man was – his words, not mine – ‘a noble savage’. In fact, it was the development of society that had ruined things, especially the potentially massive inequalities that were created when some people owned property while others did not. Hence, his work The Social Contract began with the famous words ‘Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains’. Society’s existing contract was unequal and therefore fraudulent and should be replaced with one in which all are equal. The people could be the sovereign, although people can be ‘forced to be free’, Rousseau asserted, controversially.




Alternatives to social contract theory







The social contract theorists based much of their thinking on the idea that human beings are born with ‘natural rights’ such as Locke’s guarantees of ‘life, liberty, and estate’. ‘Nonsense on stilts’ replied the English philosopher Jeremy Bentham, who founded the doctrine of utilitarianism in the second half of the 18th century, in opposition to the school of natural rights after a dispute with a judge about whether laws were natural or man-made. Bentham’s big thought was that society should be organized to maximize ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’. Defining ‘happiness’ and ‘the greatest number’ has proved tricky ever since.


John Rawls developed his alternative model of society at Princeton University in the 1960s. He gave up the priesthood for academia after his experience fighting in the Second World War caused a crisis of faith. His theory of justice began by asking what sort of society we would build if we did not know in advance the position we would have in the pecking order. Surely if you knew you might be at the bottom, you would make sure that it was not too unpleasant? He also coined the ‘difference principle’, which argued that inequality is only justified if it leads to an improvement in the conditions of the worst off.





Beyond this the state could take on the political project of making people improved versions of themselves – a shocking idea at the time and one of the reasons Rousseau’s work was banned in his native Geneva. Rousseau feared direct rule by the public because he did not think the population was intelligent enough. Instead, he favoured compulsory participation by the people in assemblies, where individual desires were subordinated to the ‘general will’ of society at large. It does not take a political genius to realize that these ideas could be used to justify some bad things. The French Revolution, anyone?


Sign . . . where?


There have been plenty of criticisms of social contract theory. Where are the moments in history that mark a signing of such a contract? If the social contract is tacitly accepted when you receive the benefits that flow from it, what if you do not want the benefits and did not ask for them? Were women, people of colour and the poor given the opportunity to opt out of a mostly white, male construct that disadvantaged them? Do you have to leave the country if you do not agree with the contract? The various thinkers behind versions of the social contract were big influences in the American and French Revolutions. Now, it feels that the social contract has become a metaphor for the services a person receives from their government in return for their taxes, rather than a high-minded debate about what the state is.


The condensed idea


A new deal?










04American Independence



A violent break from Britain. The Declaration of Independence. The Constitution. The Bill of Rights. Combined, these events seem to represent a massive explosion of democratic freedoms. But the Founding Fathers of the United States were less concerned with building a democracy; more a republic that guarded against tyranny – the tyranny of a colonial master, an over-mighty federal government or by the people themselves.


No taxation without representation


From 1764, the British Parliament began passing laws that would apply taxes directly in its 13 American colonies. Sugar, newspapers and even playing cards became more expensive. This encouraged most of the colonies to meet for their first ‘congress’, which began the process of putting the ‘United’ in the United States. George Washington was appointed the commander-in-chief of the army that would eventually fight the war against the British from 1775–83. Initially it seemed the tension could be managed within a reformed British Empire, but in 1776 the colonists were roused to be more ambitious when British thinker Thomas Paine wrote in his pamphlet Common Sense: ‘O ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose, not only the tyranny, but the tyrant, stand forth! Every spot of the old world is overrun with oppression. Freedom hath been hunted round the globe. Asia, and Africa, have long expelled her – Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath given her warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind.’


Declaring independence


The Continental Congress passed the Declaration of Independence from Britain in Philadelphia on the 4 July 1776. At the time, the focus of its main author, Thomas Jefferson, was more on listing grievances against George III. More significant now is the preamble that set out the moral basis of the future United States:




‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.’





Obviously the word ‘equal’ applies to men, not women or slaves. There is also a debate about whether ‘happiness’ was chosen over the word ‘property’ to paper over disagreements about slavery that would boil over in the Civil War of 1861–65. And the written constitution that would elaborate the ‘Form of Government’ would have to wait for another decade.


Framing the Constitution


For a few years the new nation muddled along with some articles of confederation that spelled out areas of cooperation, but there were growing calls for more substantial coordination. From May–September 1786, 55 delegates from the American elite met in Philadelphia, and decided to draft a new constitution for ‘a government of laws and not of men’. They were broadly split between more radical followers of Thomas Jefferson, and more conservative supporters of George Washington and John Adams.


The theme that ran through the discussion was how to allocate the correct amount of power to central government, the states and the public . . . with a constant fear of giving the people too much of it. The delegates sought inspiration from ancient Rome and from the British monarchy they had just rejected. They settled on a six-page document of seven articles that created the three branches of government – a ‘separation of powers’ inspired by the French philosopher Baron de Montesquieu’s idea of an insurance policy against despotism.


There would be a powerful Supreme Court. There would be an executive of a president and vice-president (elected by an Electoral College of state representatives, not directly by the people). The legislature would be a Congress of two houses, where each state got two seats in the Senate and a number relative to the size of their population in the lower House of Representatives. The latter would be the only part of the structure that was directly elected.


The advantages of this design were set out in a series of essays, known as The Federalist papers, written by the future President James Madison among others. In Federalist paper No. 10, Madison’s main argument was that the new structure would prevent any particular ‘faction’ – property owners or an individual state, for instance – having too much power while allowing diversity and differences to flourish.


Is the Constitution democratic?


The academic Robert A Dahl noted seven ‘important shortcomings’ in the Constitution as a truly ‘democratic’ document:




1) It did not ban slavery or give Congress the power to do so; 2) States kept the power to decide who had the vote, effectively excluding women and African Americans. States could veto changes to the franchise; 3) It did not allow for the election of the president by the popular vote; 4) Senators would be selected by the state legislatures, not elected by the public; 5) Each state received two senators but seats in the House of Representatives were allocated based on population size. This combination meant that slave owners – a privileged minority – were over-represented; 6) The Supreme Court had the ability to strike down laws that had been approved democratically by Congress and the president; 7) Congress was not given the powers to approve things that ended up being quite important, such as the introduction of income tax or regulation of new industries such as banking.





Developments


To reassure sceptics of the Constitution, the framers quickly promised to introduce a Bill of Rights, a batch of ten amendments. The first guaranteed freedom of speech and assembly, the second the right of the people to bear arms (the origin of the fight over gun control), and the others mostly covered criminal justice. If the Constitution was the sword of more power for the federal government, the Bill of Rights was the shield to protect individuals from the state. The US constitutional system was further shaped by battles over institutions such as a central banking system and whether to have a national debt.




American politics







Many of the legendary figures from the early period of American democracy were spectacularly opposed to the idea of political parties because they would allow particular interests to dominate. In his farewell address as president, George Washington said they were ‘likely . . . to become potent engines, by which cunning, ambitious, and unprincipled men will be enabled to subvert the power of the people’. But the Constitution itself gave rise to political parties – the Federalists who were in favour of it and the Democratic-Republicans who broadly supported the rights of states. Those two would rise, fall, split, disappear and be joined by the Whigs, The Know-Nothings and others before settling into the two-party system of modern times. The energy and excitement of early American life and politics leaps off the pages of Democracy in America by the French author Alexis de Tocqueville, who travelled across the country with a friend in 1831–32. His main observation was that America offered political equality to everyone, which was unique at the time but was likely to spread to Europe in de Tocqueville’s assessment.





Abraham Lincoln’s description on the battlefield at Gettysburg in 1863 of ‘government of the people, by the people, for the people’ was more a promise than a reality, one that would develop through further amendments to the constitution over a century. The 12th amendment, in 1804, established direct elections for the president and vice-president. The 15th, in 1870, gave the vote to people of colour and former slaves, the 19th of 1920 gave the vote to women, and in 1971 the 26th amendment lowered the voting age to 18.


The condensed idea


Of the people, by the people, for the people . . . eventually










05The French Revolution



In Paris, on 27 June 1789, the English agriculturalist Arthur Young wrote: ‘The whole business seems to be over . . . and the revolution is complete’. He clearly spoke too soon because the French Revolution would last for about a decade. But he had seen many of the pieces being put into place that would generate some of most momentous events in political history.


Freedom, equality, brotherhood


In the late 1780s the French state was bankrupt after a series of wars. It was also old-fashioned, ruled by an absolute monarch, Louis XVI, but fairly decentralized in terms of administration. Public office was bought and sold; taxes were avoided by rich and poor alike. Peasants were coerced into building and maintaining the roads under forced labour.


Various political and economic reforms to the creaking system coincided with a disastrous harvest, sending bread prices soaring. Louis XVI was pressured into summoning the Estates-General, an assembly where the nobility were represented in one ‘estate’, the clergy in the second and the general population in the third. But the third estate could be outvoted by the other two, leading to calls for greater representation of the people. The Estates-General morphed into a slightly more representative National Assembly. In May 1789 its members met on a tennis court in Versailles and agreed to write a constitution. A few weeks later they would announce the abolition of feudalism. The clock was ticking on the monarchy, on the entire system.


When Arthur Young made his rash prediction that ‘the whole business seems to be over’ in the summer of 1789, it would be weeks before the storming of the Bastille. The guillotine would be introduced three years later. Louis XVI would remain as king for a while longer, and the disorganized revolutionaries were not yet dreaming of a republic. There was yet to be a series of massacres – some would say a genocide – of opponents of the revolution in the Vendee in the west of France. There was violence and there were angry mobs but nothing like the bloodshed of The Terror of 1793–94, where tens of thousands of people were executed for opposing the revolution, often on the flimsiest pretext. The revolutionary leader Maximilien Robespierre was still working out the alternative calendar and the new religion he would introduce as part of wholesale change to French daily life. Napoleon was just a general in the army, not the emperor who would bring the great experiment to an end by ruling much like the monarch who had been overthrown.


Responses


The French set a vivid template for revolutions that has lived for centuries in the minds of historians, politicians, artists and the public. It proved that an old order – an ancien regime – could be overthrown in its entirety, with the power of the masses used as leverage against the existing elite. It reinforced ancient fears about democracy that giving too much power to the public could lead to chaos, and so some limits were required. For much of the 20th century the academic argument was whether the revolution had noble aims that got knocked off course and descended into violence, or whether the violence was built in from the start.


In his Reflections on the Revolution in France, the Irish-born writer and member of the British Parliament Edmund Burke predicted that there would be extreme bloodshed, leading to eventual dictatorship. He wrote the work in 1790, before most of the events unfolded, which earned him a reputation as a political soothsayer. Reflections is very quotable. Burke’s reaction to the imprisonment of Queen Marie-Antoinette can be read as applying to the entire revolution:




‘The Age of Chivalry is gone. That of sophisters, economists, and calculators has succeeded; and the glory of Europe is extinguished for ever. Never, never more, shall we behold the generous loyalty to rank and sex, that proud submission, that dignified obedience, that subordination of the heart, which kept alive, even in servitude itself, the spirit of an exalted freedom. The unbought grace of life, the cheap defence of nations, the nurse of manly sentiment and heroic enterprise is gone!’





Burke argued that social change had to be gradual and respectful of existing traditions, but also that some change was necessary because ‘A state without the means of some change, is without the means of its own conservation.’ To many, this was the birth of modern conservatism.


Burke’s arguments were challenged by Thomas Paine after his return from America where he had encouraged the colonies to seek independence. He issued his pamphlet The Rights of Man in 1791. In it, Paine asserted that populations had to be able to overthrow their governments and replace them with new models that reflected the times:




‘What were formerly called revolutions were little more than a change of persons . . . what we now see in the world, from the revolutions of America and France is a renovation of the natural order of things.’





The events in France and America were inevitable elsewhere, so better to anticipate them rather than ‘commit them to the issue of convulsions’, he wrote. Paine’s pamphlets provided inspiration for the authors of the US Constitution and fuelled the fight to extend the right to vote in the United Kingdom. These arguments also earned him a charge of sedition – the incitement of rebellion.


Bill of Rights


The French Revolution also gave the world the idea of universal human rights. The National Assembly was renamed the National Constituent Assembly and, on 26 August 1789, it issued the Declaration of The Rights of Man and Citizens – the guarantees that would be provided by the upcoming constitution. After multiple rewrites, the document offered the right to freedom from oppression, security and the protection of property, equality in treatment by the state, freedom of expression and thought, and the rule of law. This was unprecedented because it went much further than equivalents elsewhere, such as the English Bill of Rights of 1689. Also, it applied to man as a species, not exclusively the French. Hence why it was copied heavily by the authors of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in the 1940s. The European Convention on Human Rights of the 1950s uses very similar words and ideas, too.
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