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Democracy’s Time Line





    

      

        

          	

            Age of Assembly Democracy


          



          	

            2500 bce


          



          	

            First popular assemblies in Syria-Mesopotamia


          

        




        

          	

            1500 bce


          



          	

            Republics governed by assemblies spring up on the Indian subcontinent


          

        




        

          	

            1450 bce


          



          	

            Linear B script of the Mycenaeans includes words such as dāmos and dāmokoi


          

        




        

          	

            1100 bce


          



          	

            Phoenician popular assemblies develop


          

        




        

          	

            650–600 bce


          



          	

            Greek assemblies begin to flourish


          

        




        

          	

            507 bce


          



          	

            Transition to democracy begins in Athens


          

        




        

          	

            460–370 bce


          



          	

            Life of Democritus, the laughing democrat


          

        




        

          	

            336 bce


          



          	

            Dēmokratia, the goddess of democracy, appears in an Athenian law sculpted in marble


          

        




        

          	

            260 bce


          



          	

            Macedonian troops finally crush the Athenian democracy


          

        




        

          	

            Age of Electoral Democracy


          



          	

            600s ce


          



          	

            Birth of Islam and the custom of wakil (representing legal, commercial, and religious matters on behalf of others)


          

        




        

          	

            930


          



          	

            Faroe Islands and Icelandic assemblies


          

        




        

          	

            1188


          



          	

            First parliaments born in northern Spain


          

        




        

          	

            1215


          



          	

            The signing of the Magna Carta (a great charter of freedoms)


          

        




        

          	

            1414–1418


          



          	

            Council of Constance, where the bishops elect a Pope


          

        




        

          	

            1600


          



          	

            The Divine Covenants
Resistance to tyranny in Scotland


          

        




        

          	

            1644


          



          	

            John Milton’s Areopagitica




            Defense of liberty of the press


          

        




        

          	

            1649


          



          	

            Public execution of King Charles I




            Brief period of republican government in England


          

        




        

          	

            1765


          



          	

            Marquis d’Argenson defines “true” democracy in representative form


          

        




        

          	

            1776


          



          	

            US Declaration of Independence, birth of a self-governing republic


          

        




        

          	

            1789


          



          	

            French Revolution




            Execution of Louis XVI


          

        




        

          	

            1791


          



          	

            Thomas Paine’s best-selling Rights of Man


          

        




        

          	

            1820s


          



          	

            Birth of multiparty competition in elections




            Rise of caudillos in Spanish America


          

        




        

          	

            1835–40


          



          	

            Alexis de Tocqueville’s classic Democracy in America published in two volumes


          

        




        

          	

            1835–40


          



          	

            Introduction of the secret ballot


          

        




        

          	

            1890s


          



          	

            Voting rights for women in New Zealand, South Australia, Colorado, Utah, Idaho, and parts of Canada


          

        




        

          	

            1900


          



          	

            Early welfare state reforms in Uruguay


          

        




        

          	

            1920–1939


          



          	

            Destruction of electoral democracy by purple tyranny, military dictatorship, and totalitarianism




            World War II begins


          

        




        

          	

            Age of Monitory Democracy


          



          	

            1945


          



          	

            Formation of the United Nations




            Reinhold Niebuhr’s The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness


          

        




        

          	

            1948


          



          	

            Adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights


          

        




        

          	

            1950s


          



          	

            New Indian constitution (January 26, 1950) and first general election (October 1951–February 1952)


          

        




        

          	

            1960s


          



          	

            Civil rights networks, sit-ins, and teach-ins




            Rebirth of feminism, gay rights, disability rights, and other social movements


          

        




        

          	

            1972


          



          	

            First green political parties formed in Australia and New Zealand


          

        




        

          	

            1974


          



          	

            Carnation revolution in Portugal


          

        




        

          	

            1989


          



          	

            Velvet revolutions in Central-Eastern Europe




            Collapse of the Soviet Union


          

        




        

          	

            1990s


          



          	

            Nelson Mandela freed (February 11, 1990) and end of apartheid (April 27, 1994)




            Celebrations of the global triumph of liberal democracy


          

        




        

          	

            2000s


          



          	

            Populist backlashes in Brazil, Italy, Poland, Mexico, and other countries




            Expanding global power of new despotic regimes in China, Russia, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia


          

        




        

          	

            2020–present


          



          	

            Coronavirus pandemic




            Sweden’s V-Dem Institute reports marked global decline of support for democracy


          

        


      

    


  




  

    
Introduction




    Millions of citizens around the world are today asking questions of grave importance: What’s happening to democracy, a way of governing and living that until recently was said to have enjoyed a global victory? Why is it everywhere reckoned to be in retreat, or facing extinction? They’re surely right to wonder.




    Three decades ago, democracy seemed blessed. People power mattered. Public resistance to arbitrary rule changed the world. Military dictatorships collapsed. Apartheid was toppled. There were velvet revolutions, followed by tulip, rose, and orange revolutions. Political rats were arrested or put on trial, suffered death in custody or were shot on the spot.




    Now things are different. In Belarus, Bolivia, Myanmar, Hong Kong, and other places, citizens are the victims of arrest, imprisonment, beating, and execution. Elsewhere, democrats generally seem to be on the back foot, gripped by feelings that our times are weirdly unhinged, and troubled by worries that big-league democracies such as India, the United States, Britain, South Africa, and Brazil are sliding toward a precipice, dragged down by worsening social inequality, citizen disaffection, and the rot of unresponsive governing institutions.




    Fears are growing that democracy is being sabotaged by angry popular support for demagogues, or by surveillance capitalism, pestilence, the rise of China, ruinous wars, and Putin-style despots who speak the language of democracy but don’t care a fig for its substance. At the same time, complacency and skepticism are on the rise: there are those who say talk of the sickness and coming death of democracy is mostly melodrama—overheated description of what is only a passing period of political reckoning and structural readjustment.




    The Shortest History of Democracy is inspired by these tough questions and doubts to offer a compact reply: while practically all democracies are facing their deepest crisis since the 1930s, we are by no means in a replay of that dark period. Yes, powerful economic and geopolitical forces are once again gaining the upper hand against the spirit and substance of democracy. The great pestilence that began sweeping the world in 2020 has made things far worse, as an influenza pandemic did a century earlier. The old adage that ordinary folk count for nothing and democracy is a cloak for the rich is surely still partly true. So is the spread of whip-hand policing and surveillance of disillusioned citizens. With the gradual decline of the United States, the reemergence of a self-confident Chinese empire, and the unending disorders and barbaric violence occasioned by the breakup of the Soviet Union and Arab-region despotism, our times are hardly less tumultuous or momentous. And yet—the qualification is fundamental—our times are so troubling and puzzling exactly because they are different.




    
A Hopeful History




    Understanding how our times are unique requires us to take the past seriously. But why? How is the remembrance of things past not just helpful but vital in considering the fate of democracy in these troubled years of the twenty-first century? Most obviously, history matters because when we are ignorant of the past we invariably misunderstand the present. We lose the measure of things. Unforgetting makes us wiser. It helps us make better sense of the new trials and troubles faced by most present-day democracies.




    There’s something else. This slim book sets out to stir up a sense of wonder about democracy. It’s no antiquarian encounter with things past, a history for the sake of history. It’s more like an odyssey filled with unexpected twists and turns, a story of those defining moments when democracy was born, or matured, or came to a sticky end. The book tracks the long continuities, gradual changes, crises, and sudden upheavals that have defined its history. It pays attention to past shocks and setbacks when democracy suffered a crushing blow, or committed democide. It puts its fingers on puzzles—why democracy has typically been portrayed as a woman, for example—and springs a few surprises. It also aims to unsettle orthodoxies.




    History can make mischief. This book bids farewell to the cliché that democracy was born in Athens and the bigoted belief that the early Islamic world contributed nothing to the spirit and institutions of democracy. It makes the case for a world history of democracy and therefore rejects the political scientist Samuel P. Huntington’s influential but one-eyed claim that the most important development of our generation is the “third wave” of American-style liberal democracy triggered by events in southern Europe in the early 1970s. It shows why democracy is much more than periodic “free and fair” elections, as Huntington thought, and why the birth of a new form called monitory democracy in the years after 1945 has been far more consequential, and remains so today.
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    In the buildup to the November 2020 US election, Asian-American artist Amanda Phingbodhipakkiya (1992–) partnered with the civil society advocacy group MoveOn to produce posters designed to counter disinformation and inspire disillusioned citizens to cast their votes and “continue fighting for their right to do so.”




    There is one thing this book is not: a gloomy tale of catastrophes. In paying attention to democracy’s braided fortunes, it does not strengthen the spirits of doubters and despots by warning in know-it-all fashion that, when it comes to democracy, everything usually ends badly. The book agrees with the distinguished French classics scholar Nicole Loraux: The history of democracy has principally been recorded by its enemies, such as the ancient Greek historian and military general Thucydides (c. 460–400 bce) and the Florentine diplomat and political writer Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527). By contrast, these pages take the side of democracy, but they try hard to ditch illusions and biases and guard against the danger that history can come to resemble a big bag of tricks played by the living on the dead. Democracy has no need of memory police. This short book doesn’t suppose that it is the last word on democracy because it knows everything about its past; or that it knows in advance that, despite everything, all will turn out well, or badly. It’s neither foolishly optimistic nor dogmatically pessimistic about the future. It is, rather, the bearer of hope.




    The spiky defense of democracy running through these pages draws strength from the remembrance of the fallen. It is inspired by encounters with a host of oft-forgotten characters who ate, drank, laughed, sighed, cried, and died for democracy; people from distant pasts whose inspiring words and deeds remind us that democracy, carefully understood, remains the most potent weapon yet invented by humans for preventing the malicious abuse of power. The book investigates the obscure origins and contemporary relevance of old institutions and ideals, such as government by public assembly; votes for women, workers, and freed slaves; the secret ballot; trial by jury; and parliamentary representation. Those who are curious about political parties, periodic elections, referenda, independent judiciaries, truth commissions, civil society, and civil liberties such as press freedom will get their fill. So, too, will those interested in probing the changing, often hotly disputed meanings of democracy, or the cacophony of conflicting reasons given for why it is a good thing, or a bad thing, or why one impressive feature of democracy is that it gives people a chance to do stupid things and then change their minds, and other jokes usable at any election-night party.




    Among the funniest jokes about democracy, said Hitler’s Reich minister of propaganda, Joseph Goebbels, is that it gives its enemies the means to destroy it—and, we could add, grind its memories into the dust of time. Let’s take this fascist bad joke to heart. Several times in the past, democracies have stumbled, and fallen, and sometimes never recovered. This book is a precautionary tale, but it has a sharp edge. It shows that history isn’t storytelling that sides with the enemies of democracy. It is not an epitaph, a sad tale of ruin recorded in prose and footnotes. To paraphrase the eighteenth-century sage Voltaire (1694–1778), it is not the sound of silk slippers upstairs and wooden clogs below. Far from being a sequence of horrors, it shows that history can come to the defense of underdogs. History is not obituary; it can inspire by reminding us that the precious invention called democracy is usually built with great difficulty, but so easily destroyed by its enemies, or by thoughtlessness, or by lazy inaction.




    Against Titanism




    Although democracy has no built-in guarantees of survival, it has regularly been the midwife of political and social change. Here we come to a puzzling point with far-reaching consequences. Democrats not only altered the course of history—for instance, by shaming and dumping monarchs, tyrants, corrupt states, and whole empires run by cruel or foolish emperors. It can be said—here’s a paradox—that democracy helped make history possible. When democracy is understood simply as people governing themselves, its birth implied something that continues to have a radical bite: it supposed that humans could invent institutions that allow them to decide, as equals, how they will live together on our planet. This may seem rather obvious, but think about its significance for a moment. The idea that breathing, blinking mortals could organize themselves into forums where they deliberate on matters of money, family, law, and war as peers and decide on a course of action—democracy in this sense was a spine-tingling invention because it was in effect the first-ever malleable form of government.




    Compared with political regimes such as tyranny and monarchy, whose legitimacy and durability depend upon fixed and frozen rules, democracy is exceptional in requiring people to see that everything is built on the shifting sands of time and place, and so, in order not to give themselves over to monarchs, emperors, and despots, they need to live openly and flexibly. Democracy is the friend of contingency. With the help of measures such as freedom of public assembly, anticorruption agencies, and periodic elections, it promotes indeterminacy. It heightens people’s awareness that how matters are now is not necessarily how they will be in the future. Democracy spreads doubts about talk of the “essence” of things, inflexible habits, and supposedly immutable arrangements. It encourages people to see that their worlds can be changed. Sometimes it sparks revolution.




    Democracy has a sauvage (wild) quality, as the French thinker Claude Lefort (1924–2010) liked to say. It tears up certainties, transgresses boundaries, and isn’t easily tamed. It asks people to see through talk of gods, divine rulers, and even human nature; to abandon all claims to an innate privilege based on the “natural” superiority of brain or blood, skin color, caste, class, religious faith, age, or sexual preference. Democracy denatures power.




    Encouraging people to see that their lives are open to alteration, democracy heightens awareness of what is arguably the paramount political problem: how to prevent rule by the few, the rich, or the powerful, who act as if they are mighty immortals born to rule? Democracy solves this old problem of titanism—rule by pretended giants—by standing up for a political order that ensures who gets how much, when, and how is a permanently open question. From its inception, democracy recognized that although humans were not angels, they were at least good enough to prevent others from behaving as if they were. And the flip side: since people are not saintly, nobody can be trusted to rule over others without checks on their power. Democracy supposes, the Chinese writer Lin Yutang (1895–1976) once said, that humans are more like potential crooks than honest gentlefolk, and that since they cannot be expected always to be good, ways must be found of making it impossible for them to be bad.1 The democratic ideal is government of the humble, by the humble, for the humble. It means rule by people, whose sovereign power to decide things is not to be given over to imaginary gods, the stentorian voices of tradition, autocrats, or experts, or simply forfeited to unthinking laziness, allowing others to decide matters of public importance.
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    The Chinese satirist and writer Lin Yutang at work on his invention, a Chinese-character typewriter. His writings mocked the propaganda and censorship of the 1930s Nationalist government. The first of his many English-language books, My Country and My People (1935), became a bestseller.




    
Surprises and Secrets




    Since democracy encourages people to see that nothing of the human world—not even so-called human nature—is timeless, its history is punctuated with extraordinary moments when, against formidable odds, and despite all expectations and predictions, brave individuals, groups, and organizations defied the status quo, toppled their masters, and turned the world upside down. Democracy often takes reality by surprise. It stands on the side of earthly miracles. The dramatic arrest and public execution of kings and tyrants, unplanned mutiny of disgruntled citizens, unexpected resistance to military rule, and cliff-hanger parliamentary votes are among the dramas that catch the living by surprise and leave those who come after fascinated by how and why such breakthroughs occurred. Making sense of these dramas of democratic triumph is challenging. It requires letting go of ground-solid certainties. It forces us to open our eyes in full wonder to events made more marvelous by the fact that democracy carefully guards some of her oldest and most precious secrets from the prying minds of later generations.




    Consider an example: the fact that democracy in both ancient and modern times has often been portrayed as a woman. The 2019 protests that led to the overthrow of the Sudanese dictator Omar al-Bashir included a white-robed student protester, Alaa Salah, who was revered for her spirited crowd-dancing and calls for demonstrators to stand up for dignity and decency. The 2019 summer uprising of Hong Kong citizens against mainland Chinese rule saw her appear, thanks to crowdsourced funding, as a four-meter-high statue, equipped with helmet, goggles, and gas mask, clutching a pole and an umbrella. In the ill-fated 1989 occupation of Beijing’s Tiananmen Square, democracy, designed by students from the Central Academy of Fine Arts, appeared as a goddess bearing a lighted lamp of liberty.
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    Alaa Salah, symbol of a people’s uprising, atop a car and dressed in a white thoub, leading chants for the overthrow of President Omar al-Bashir in Khartoum in April 2019.




    Going back in time, the Italian artist Cesare Ripa of Perugia (c. 1555–1622) depicted democracy as a peasant woman holding a pomegranate—a symbol of the unity of the people—and a handful of writhing snakes. And, thanks to the work of twentieth-century archaeologists, we have evidence of a goddess named Dēmokratia worshipped by the citizens of Athens (who were all male) in exercising their right to resist tyranny and to gather in their own assembly, under their own laws.




    Our detailed knowledge of her in that context is limited; in matters of democracy, time’s arrow doesn’t fly in a predictably clear line. But we do know that the noun used by Athenians for nearly two centuries to describe their way of life—dēmokratia—was feminine. We also know that democratic Athens had the firm backing of a deity—a goddess who refused marriage and maternity, and was blessed with the power of molding men’s hopes and fears. Athenians did more than imagine their polity in feminine terms: Democracy itself was likened to a woman with divine qualities. Dēmokratia was honored and feared, a transcendent figure blessed with the power to give or take life from her earthly suppliants—the men of Athens. That was why a fleet of Athenian warships was named after her, and why buildings and public places were adorned with her image.




    In the northwest corner of the public square known as the agora, nestled beneath a hill topped by a large temple that survives today, stood an impressive colonnaded building, a civic temple known as the Stoa of Zeus Eleutherios. The interior was lavishly decorated, with a glorious painting of Democracy and the People by a Corinth artist named Euphranor. Exactly how he portrayed them remains a riddle. The paintings have not survived, yet they serve as a reminder of the intimate link between democracy and the sacred, and of the vital role of the belief in Athens that a goddess protected its polity.
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    In the 1643 French edition of Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia (1593), a widely read book of emblems and virtues, democracy is presented as a coarsely dressed peasant woman. Until well into modern times, democracy was dismissed as a dangerously outdated (Greek) ideal that licensed the uncouth and the unwashed.




    The point is driven home by the most famous surviving image of Dēmokratia from ancient Athens. Carved in stone above a law from 336 bce, it shows the goddess adorning, shielding, and sheltering an elderly bearded man who represents the dēmos, the people. There’s evidence that the goddess Dēmokratia attracted a cult following of worshippers, and that her sanctuary was also located in the agora. If that’s true, there would have been a stone altar on which citizens, assisted by a priestess, recited prayers of gratitude and offered sacrifices, such as cakes, wine, and honey, a slaughtered goat or a spring lamb. There might have been theoxenia, invitations to the imagined goddess to dine as guest of honor while reclining on a splendid couch.




    The priestess, duty-bound to ensure the goddess was shown due respect, would have been appointed from a leading Athenian family, or nominated or chosen by lot, perhaps after an oracle was consulted. A female operator in a man’s world, the priestess had mysterious authority that could not be profaned, except at the risk of punishment, which ranged from cold-shouldering and bad-mouthing to exile and death. In return, the priestess helped to protect democratic Athens from misfortune. The arrangement had a corollary. The misbehavior of the public assembly—for example, foolish decisions by its prominent citizens—risked payback, such as the failure of the olive crops, the disappearance of fish from the sea, or, as we are going to see, democide: the self-destruction of democracy.


  




  

    
part one




    Assembly Democracy




    The opening episode of the history of democracy saw the birth of public assemblies—gatherings in which citizens freely debated, agreed and disagreed, and decided matters for themselves, as equals, without interference from tribal chiefs, monarchs, or tyrants. Let’s call it the age of assembly democracy.




    The origins of this age come shrouded in uncertainty. Some have tried to spin the story that the roots of democracy are traceable to Athens. Ancient Greece, they say, is where it all began.




    The idea that democracy was made in Athens stretches back to the nineteenth century, courtesy of figures such as George Grote (1794–1871), the English banker-scholar-politician and cofounder of University College London. It tells how, once upon a time, in the tiny Mediterranean town, a new way of governing was invented. Calling it dēmokratia, by which they meant self-government, or rule (kratos) by the people (dēmos), the citizens of Athens celebrated it in songs and seasonal feasts, in stage dramas and battle victories, in monthly assemblies and processions of proud citizens sporting garlands of flowers. So passionate were they about this democracy, runs the story, that they defended it with all their might, especially when spears and swords rimmed their throats. Genius and guts earned Athens its reputation as the wellspring of democracy, as responsible for giving democracy wings, enabling it to deliver its gifts to posterity.




    From East to West




    The Athens legend still grips the popular imagination and is repeated by scholars, journalists, politicians, and pundits. But here’s the thing: it’s false.




    Let’s begin with the word itself. “Democracy” has no known wordsmith, but in the mid–fifth century bce, the word dēmos appeared in Athenian inscriptions and in literary prose; perhaps it was used earlier, but few inscriptions survive before this period, and prose written between c. 460 and 430 bce has been lost. Antiphon (c. 480–411 bce), one of the pioneers of public oratory, mentions in his “On the Choreutes” the local custom of making offerings to the goddess Dēmokratia. The historian Herodotus (c. 484–425 bce) speaks of her. So does the military commander and Athenian political pamphleteer Xenophon (c. 430–354 bce), who dislikes the way democracy weakens oligarchs and aristocrats. There’s also an important passage on democracy in The Suppliants, a tragedy by Aeschylus. First performed around 463 bce and a great favorite of Athenian audiences, it reports a public meeting at which “the air bristled with hands, right hands held high, a full vote, democracy turning decision into law.”




    So far, so simple. But there’s evidence that the d-word is much older than commentators on classical Athens have made out. We now know that its roots are minimally traceable to the Linear B script of the Mycenaeans, seven to ten centuries earlier. This late Bronze Age civilization centered on the fortified city of Mycenae, located southwest of Athens, in today’s orange- and olive-growing region of Argolis. For more than three hundred years, its military held sway in much of southern Greece, Crete, the Cyclades islands, and parts of southwest Anatolia in western Asia. It is unclear exactly how and when the Mycenaeans began to use the two-syllable word dāmos (or dāmo) to refer to a group of powerless people who once held land in common, or three-syllable words such as dāmokoi, meaning an official who acts on behalf of the dāmos. But it’s possible that these words, and the family of terms we use today when speaking about democracy, have origins further east—for instance, in the ancient Sumerian references to the dumu, the children of a geographic place who share family ties and common interests.




    Archaeologists have made another discovery that contradicts the Athens legend. The first models of assembly-based democracy sprang up in the lands that correspond geographically to contemporary Syria, Iraq, and Iran. The custom of popular self-government was later transported eastward, toward the Indian subcontinent where, from around 1500 bce, assembly-based republics first appeared. As we’ll see, assemblies also traveled westward, first to Phoenician cities such as Byblos and Sidon, then to Athens, where during the fifth century bce it was said with swagger to be unique to the West, a sign of its superiority over the politically depraved “barbarism” of the East.




    Evidence suggests that this period began around 2500 bce, in the geographic area that’s today commonly known as the Middle East. There, public assemblies formed in the vast river basins etched from desert hills and mountains by the Tigris and Euphrates rivers and their tributaries, and in the cities that sprang up for the first time in human history.




    The ancient Syrian-Mesopotamian cities of Larsa, Mari, Nabada, Nippur, Tuttul, Ur, Babylon, and Uruk today mostly resemble windswept heaps of grey-brown earth. But around 3200 bce, they were centers of culture and commerce. Their imposing temples, the famous ziqqurats—often built on massive stone terraces or gigantic artificial mountains of sun-dried bricks—made travelers gasp with delight. Typically situated at the center of an irrigated zone, where land was valuable, these places reaped the bounty of dramatic local increases in agricultural production. They fostered the growth of specialized artisan and administrative skills, including scribes’ use of the rectangular-ended stylus to produce wedge-shaped cuneiform writing, and they served as conduits of long-distance trade in such raw materials as copper and silver.
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    Established in areas of fertile soil and abundant water, the principal ancient cities of Syria-Mesopotamia were the cradles of self-government by assemblies between c. 3200 and 1000 bce.




    The cities varied in size from forty to around four hundred hectares; they felt crowded in a way our earth had never known. Their dynamics shaped every feature of Syria-Mesopotamia, including its patterns of government. Kings are conventionally thought to have dominated this region during these centuries. But permanent conflicts and tensions—over who got how much, when, and where—shaped the institution of kingship on matters such as land ownership and trade. In fact, kings of the time were not absolute monarchs—despite what later historians with Western prejudices have said. Archaeological evidence confirms that, at least two thousand years before the Athenian experiment with democracy, the power and authority of kings was restrained by popular pressure from below, through networks of institutions called “assemblies.” In the vernacular, they were known as ukkin in Sumerian and puḫrum in Akkadian.




    For this insight that assemblies functioned as a counterweight to kingly power, we’re indebted to the Danish scholar Thorkild Jacobsen (1904–1993). He identified what he termed a flourishing “primitive democracy” throughout Syria-Mesopotamia, especially in early second-millennium Babylonia and Assyria. He liked to say that, to its peoples, the region resembled a political commonwealth owned and governed by gods, who were widely believed to gather in assemblies—with the help of humans, who formed assemblies in imitation.




    Was there any substance in Jacobsen’s idea of “primitive democracy”? There are doubts. The teleology lurking within the word “primitive”—the inference that this was the first of its kind, a prototype for what was to follow—raises tricky questions about the historical connections between the assemblies of the Greek and Mesopotamian worlds. It also supposes that despite the many differences in the character and practice of democracy across time and space, there is an unbroken evolutionary chain that links assembly-based democracy and modern electoral democracy, as if the vastly different peoples of Lagash and Mari and Babylon were brothers and sisters of James Madison, Winston Churchill, Jawaharlal Nehru, Margaret Thatcher, and Jacinda Ardern. There’s the risk of overstretching the word “democracy” as well. If terms such as “primitive democracy” (or “proto-democracy,” coined around the same time by the Polish American anthropologist Bronisław Malinowski) are used too freely, we fall into the trap of characterizing too many societies as “democratic” just because they lack centralized institutions and accumulated monopolies of power, or because they prohibit violent oppression. Matters aren’t helped by the anachronistic use of the word with Linear B origins, “democracy.” And then there is the least obvious but most consequential objection: by calling the assemblies of Syria-Mesopotamian “primitive,” there is a danger of overlooking their originality.
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    Thorkild Jacobsen in Iraq, taking notes during the clearance of a large residential quarter in the ruins of the Sumerian city Tell Asmar, c. 1931–1932.




    But Jacobsen’s work remains important because it reminds us that the ancient assemblies of Syria-Mesopotamia are the fossils present in the ruins of Athens and other Greek democracies, and the assemblies of the later Phoenician world. These much older assemblies of Syria-Mesopotamia teach us to rethink the origins of democracy. They invite us to see that democracy of the Greek kind had Eastern roots, and that today’s democracies are indebted to the first experiments in self-government by peoples who have been, for much of history, written off as incapable of democracy in any sense. Ex oriente lux: the lamp of assembly-based democracy was first lit in the East, not the West.




    Imitating the Gods




    What did these assemblies look like? How did they function? Here we come across something both fascinating and puzzling. These early citizens’ assemblies were inspired by myths that gave meaning and energy to people’s everyday lives.




    For the people of Syria-Mesopotamia—as for Greeks two thousand years later—the cosmos was a conflict-ridden universe manipulated by powerful forces with individual personalities. These deities had emerged from the watery chaos of primeval time, and they were to be feared because they controlled everything: mountains, valleys, stones, stars, plants, animals, humans. Their fickleness ensured that the land was racked periodically by thunderstorms, which caused torrential rains and halted travel by turning the ground to mud. The local rivers rose unpredictably at their command, smashing barriers and inundating crops. Scorching winds smothered towns in suffocating dust at the deities’ behest.




    The whole world was in motion, yet it was said that the deities had won an important victory over the powers of chaos and had worked hard to bring energy and movement into the world, to create order through dynamic integration. The resulting balance was the outcome of negotiations that took place in an assembly—a divine council that issued commands to decide the great coming events, otherwise known as destiny.
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