


[image: image]







ABOUT THE AUTHOR


A. C. GRAYLING is Professor of Philosophy and Master of the New College of the Humanities, London. He has been a regular contributor to The Times, Financial Times, Independent on Sunday, Guardian, Economist, New Statesman, Prospect and New European. He has appeared frequently on radio and TV, including Newsnight and CNN News, and is a popular speaker at festivals and debates. His many books include The God Argument and The Age of Genius. He lives in London.




Other books by the same author


ACADEMIC


An Introduction to Philosophical Logic


The Refutation of Scepticism


Berkeley: The Central Arguments


Wittgenstein


Russell


Philosophy 1: A Guide through the Subject (editor)


Philosophy 2: Further through the Subject (editor)


The Continuum Encyclopedia of British Philosophy (editor)


Truth, Meaning and Realism


Scepticism and the Possibility of Knowledge


GENERAL


The Long March to the Fourth of June (with Xu You Yu)


China: A Literary Companion (with Susan Whitfield)


The Future of Moral Values


The Quarrel of the Age: The Life and Times of William Hazlitt


Herrick: Lyrics of Love and Desire (editor)


What Is Good?


Descartes: The Life and Times of a Genius


Among the Dead Cities


Against All Gods


Towards the Light


The Choice of Hercules


Ideas that Matter


To Set Prometheus Free


Liberty in the Age of Terror


The Good Book


The God Argument


A Handbook of Humanism (editor, with Andrew Copson)


Friendship


The Age of Genius


War


ESSAY COLLECTIONS


The Meaning of Things


The Reason of Things


The Mystery of Things


The Heart of Things


The Form of Things


Thinking of Answers


The Challenge of Things





Democracy and Its Crisis


A. C. GRAYLING


[image: image]




To Bill Swainson philosophus, consuasor, amicus





PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION


In this extended edition of Democracy and Its Crisis I have added an Appendix containing a reflection on the proposals made for reform of representative democracy as it is practised in the United Kingdom and the United States (Appendix III: Taking Reform Further). In the body of the book there are proposals for reforming representative democracy so that it can function as intended and thereby ensure that the two great rights we have as citizens – the right to a vote, and the right to good government – can together be achieved. Those proposals are deliberately modest and moderate, so that they have a chance of being implemented when, on both sides of the Atlantic, we take the opportunity to look at our democratic orders to see why in recent years they have experienced the shocks and turmoil we have witnessed.


There are great issues facing us in our world today in addition to the questionable state of some of our major democracies: the dangers of climate change, the unstable international order, the threat of terrorism. Dealing with them requires that we have sound government in functioning democratic orders. The recent experience of the US and UK democracies, which are meant to be, and which took themselves to be, exemplary, is an alarm call. This book is a response to that alarm call.


A. C. Grayling,
London, February 2018





PREFACE


This book is about the failure of the best political system we have: democracy. And it is about how to put it right.


‘Democracy’ has been given many meanings, and the word ‘democratic’ has even been used to describe political systems that are anything but democratic, those typically known as ‘The People’s Democratic Republic of X’. But one system of democracy – representative democracy – was painstakingly thought out and constructed with the aim of making democracy really work, and was applied in almost all of what we think of as the ‘liberal democracies of the Western world’. But in at least two of its leading examples in today’s world, the United States and the United Kingdom, representative democracy has been made to fail. Notice these words: ‘made to fail’. I argue that if the ideas that underlie the concept of representative democracy were properly and transparently applied, democracy would truly be, as Winston Churchill claimed, the least bad of all systems. But it has been made to fail by a combination of causes, all of them deliberate.


In the pages that follow I explain how the idea of representative democracy emerged from a long debate about how to make democracy work (Part I), then discuss what has gone wrong with it in the US and the UK (Part II Chapters 7 and 8) and how to put it right (Part II Chapters 9 and 10). To get a really clear idea of what representative democracy is one must understand the process by which the idea of it emerged. If one does not understand the logic of it, one will not understand why it is as it is, and how those who are undermining it are managing to do so.


This is because representative democracy is a structure designed to base sound and stable government on the democratic consent or will of the people. ‘Consent’, ‘will’, ‘the people’, and the way that sound government is to be based on them, are the key contested concepts here, and it is only by understanding how they have been given meaning and effect that we can see what representative democracy is, and what is happening to it. That is why I begin with an account of how the idea of it emerged. (Those not interested in the history and theory of the matter can however go straight to Part II.)


An analogy which, if kept in mind throughout, makes the intention of representative democracy clear, is this: the Australian poet Peter Porter once said, speaking of literature, that ‘the purpose of form is to prevent you from putting down on paper the first thing that comes into your head’. Representative democracy is about the form of a political order as the vehicle for carrying democratically expressed preferences into good government for all.


In at least two major representative democracies, that vehicle has been seriously tampered with, and among the worst symptoms of this so far to appear are the phenomena of the Trump election in the US and ‘Brexit’ in the UK.


A. C. Grayling
London, June 2017





INTRODUCTION


For many centuries the idea of democracy was regarded with revulsion and fear, and not just by ruling elites who saw it as against their interests. This prevented the mass of people from having any say in the government of their communities and their own lives. It took much time, ingenuity and careful thought to devise institutions and practices which would make the democratic expression of preferences translatable into government that worked.


For most of recorded history political power has been held by the few over the many. It is easy to imagine that in prehistoric conditions, in small bands of people, an instinctive democracy reigned; but it is equally easy to imagine that a strong individual, charismatic or physically powerful or both, exerted leadership rather as alpha individuals do in other animal species – usually males, which suggests that physical strength had much to do with it. Physical strength is one form of power, but so also are wealth, tradition, mystique, taboo, religious attitudes, genealogy – all in their own ways, and more potently still in combination, providing and justifying the rule of one or a few over the rest.


At different points in history this form of political structure has been challenged and, less frequently, replaced by the claim of the many to have more right than the few to hold political power, or – in terms both more practical and accurate – to be its source. In fifth century BCE Athens this claim took its fundamental form, which is democracy. The word itself originates in the ancient Greek demokratia, from demos ‘the people’, kratos ‘rule’: ‘rule by the people’. We would not now recognize Athenian democracy as a paradigm, for in effect it was the replacement of a smaller ‘few’ by a larger ‘few’. The franchise was held by adult male citizens only, a minority in the city, excluding women, slaves and xenoi (non-citizens), groups which between them probably made up at least three-quarters of the city’s adult population.


But Athenian democracy was enough to alarm some of its leading contemporary thinkers, notably Plato, who saw the danger in it: that it could too readily degenerate into what is called ochlocracy, that is, mob rule, driven in unruly fashion by emotion, self-interest, prejudice, anger, ignorance and thoughtlessness into rash, cruel, destructive and self-destructive action. The danger is even more apparent when one considers the power of demagoguery, of manipulation of crowd sentiment by fiery rabble-rousing speeches (or their later forms such as, for example, tendentious election advertising) which target those very things – emotion and prejudice – so inimical to producing sound government. This danger is in reality different from ochlocracy, for this is manipulation by a hidden oligarchy – a group using the excuse or the fig-leaf of appeals to democratic licence to carry out their agenda.


The Platonic anxiety about democracy has resonated throughout history. The remark attributed to Winston Churchill as his second comment on democracy (the first being well known: that ‘democracy is the worst form of Government except for all those other forms that have been tried from time to time’)1 could be a summary of Plato’s own view: that ‘the strongest argument against democracy is a few minutes’ conversation with any voter’, the point being that it reveals the ignorance, self-interest, short-termism and prejudice typical of too many voters. The American satirist H. L. Mencken put the point more trenchantly: ‘Democracy is a pathetic belief in the collective wisdom of individual ignorance.’


Of course these cynical views miss the point, and perhaps deliberately so, which the ideal of democracy reaches for. Yet at the same time, in the powerfully justifiable claim of the many to be the holders or source of political authority, and in the danger of the collapse of this authority into either ochlocracy or hidden oligarchy, lies the acute dilemma of democracy itself. Until the seventeenth century scarcely any thought was given to how democracy might be made possible by means of institutions and practices that would honour the right of the many to be the source of political and governmental authority in their society, while securing that arrangement against the danger of ochlocracy or hidden oligarchy. How – this was and remains the burning question – is this to be done?


To appreciate the importance of the question, one need only reflect that if the practical sense as well as the self-interest of most polities in recorded history seems to have been that of two kinds of tyranny – rule by a dictator or a dictatorial claque, and rule by a mob – the former is, unhappily and unavoidably, preferable for reasons too obvious for its proponents to enumerate. Indeed in the opinion of those such as Plato, monarchy and open oligarchy (respectively rule by one and by a few) are less likely to degenerate into tyranny than is democracy, because monarchs and oligarchs would see that their tenure of power relies at least in part on the implicit acceptance of their rule by the populace, which cannot be secured by the exercise of coercive power alone. Hence come the pomp and circumstance, bread and circuses, invocations of divine approval, appeals to tradition, and all the usual trappings by which such rulers sought and in places still seek to awe, inspire or otherwise attach the loyalty or at least the subjection of their people.2


For Plato the demos, by contrast, a numerous body without a head, is too vulnerable to being captured by the emotion of the moment, by the phenomenon of the ‘madness of crowds’ which panic or anger can prompt, or which demagogues are by definition skilled at arousing and exploiting.3


What Plato did not consider was whether there are ways of so structuring the application of popular consent to the administration of government that the benefits of democracy can be harnessed without risk of it collapsing into either mob rule or tyranny. This work, of considering and then constructing practical means to this end, only fully began with the devisers of the US Constitution in the late eighteenth century. Of course the ideas at stake in this work were not new: the Levellers of seventeenth-century England had eloquently made the case for a form of democracy with universal male suffrage, and their disputants in the Putney Debates of 1647 made an alternative case for a more restricted because more conditional property-based franchise. The latter indirectly issued in the claim in the English Bill of Rights of 1688 that ‘the Lords Spiritual and Temporal and Commons’ (with the Crown jointly constituting Parliament) ‘represent the people’ – although the England of 1688 was considerably less a democracy even than Henry Ireton and Oliver Cromwell had envisaged at Putney.


But it was Thomas Jefferson, James Madison and their colleagues in revolutionary America, and in Europe Benjamin Constant, Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill, who formulated ideas of democracy which influenced practical historical events leading to the emergence of increasingly democratic constitutions. A common theme both of the theory and the practice was that the dilemma of democracy could be resolved by so arranging the institutions and practices of the political state that they could reconcile two key aims: that the ultimate source of political authority should lie in democratic assent, and that government should be and could be sound and responsible.


What emerged in practical terms from these considerations was the realization that democracy, in whatever form, is only part of what would make for sound government, though it is obviously a very important and indeed necessary part. But herein lies a key: democracy is necessary, but not by itself sufficient. More is needed, both in the way of further necessities, and of desiderata. Necessities are: constitutional checks and balances placing limits on the power of both legislature and executive, and providing remedies when the limits are breached. Desiderata are: an informed and reflective electorate, and a responsible Fourth Estate as a vehicle for distributing that information and providing a platform for debate and analysis.4 The briefest of surveys shows by how much the major democracies fell short in respect of both the necessities and the desiderata – and the years 2016–17 demonstrate how that underachievement led to a breakdown of the compromise offered as a solution to the dilemma of democracy.


The argument in what follows, therefore, is this: the political history of what we can call the ‘Western liberal democracies’ is the history of the development and application of a compromise which resolves democracy’s dilemma. To understand the compromise one must know that history. In this book I explore how the compromise emerged and evaluate it, explore the manner and some main causes of its recent breakdown in two polities – the United Kingdom and the United States – and suggest remedies; for, to repeat, it is in my view unarguably right that the model of democracy forged by this compromise is by quite a long way the least bad of a lot of bad systems, and we do well to preserve it if we can.


As regards the two polities on which the following focuses, the reasons for examining how the phenomena of the election of President Donald Trump in the US, and the ‘Brexit’ referendum and what followed it in the UK, speak for themselves. Granting the presence of other significant causal factors, they most acutely illustrate what happens when there is a failure to cleave to the underlying principles of representative democracy. Were there space to do so, and were this intended as a comprehensive treatise on democracy in general, it would be instructive to examine how the political orders of the French Fifth Republic, the German federal order, and the parliamentary systems of Australia, New Zealand, India and elsewhere which inherited features of the British system fare in the light both of the pressures under which democracy exists – manipulation of electorates by interests employing big money, ‘Big Data’, hacking, partisan press controlled by powerful and wealthy non-citizens, and the like – and the temporizing that pushes systems away from the principles of representative democracy on which all are theoretically founded to a lesser or greater degree. Throughout what follows readers are invited to remember the various ways in which the underlying principles have been put into effect, and to contemplate how those principles have governed such developments as the 1949 Basic Law of Germany and the constitution of the Fifth Republic in France. Both the UK and US systems are much older and more continuous in their history; in their different ways they illustrate the emergence and application of ideas designed to resolve the dilemma of democracy, which these younger democracies benefited from. This too is a reason for focusing mainly on the US and the UK here.


It would be less instructive to look at Turkey and Russia, which, although they have popular elections, lack the features of representative democracy because the power in the hands of the executive in each case – Turkey, at time of writing, changing its constitution to concentrate yet more power in presidential hands; Russia virtually a tsardom anyway – is effectively unrestricted by weak and functionally cosmetic institutions of democracy, rather like China where much theatre is made of a national ‘people’s congress’ which is wholly without influence on the executive. I mention these examples only in order to set them aside.


There are more reasons than just the obvious ones why defending the underlying principles of representative democracy matters, and I explain and argue for those too, in three related theses. One is that a major part of the problem with politics is politics itself, and that the place of the political in the life of a state or national community needs to be reconfigured. The other is the need for compulsory civic education in schools, and compulsory voting, with qualification for the vote starting at sixteen years of age. The reasons are unarguable, and are discussed later in this book. The third is that in numerous, diverse and complex pluralistic societies the task of managing competing needs and demands is a negotiation, a negotiation that a society has with itself partly through its political processes; and that the solution to the dilemma of democracy discussed in what follows is by some distance the least bad way of doing this. Together the argument is for both a reconfiguration and a restitution of the political order in line with the compromise that the great historical debate about democracy (described in the next chapters) worked out, as an answer to the present risks faced by the institutions and practices of representative democracy when not managed with transparency, clarity, responsibility, and engagement.


The word ‘democracy’ denotes a number of different political systems, some of them anything but democratic in any meaningful sense of the term; for a speaking example, the official designation of North Korea is ‘the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’. The democracy-allusive idea that ‘the people’ are in control of their country’s government and politics – in some sense of ‘the people’ and some sense of ‘control’: these are precisely matters to be explored in this book – is claimed by such designations as ‘the People’s Republic of China’. This formulation was a commonplace of nomenclature for pre-1989 communist regimes; the People’s Republics of Poland, Bulgaria, Hungary and Mongolia all dropped the democracy-allusive word ‘people’ after 1989 in remodelling themselves on the multiparty electoral and parliamentary systems of the Western liberal democracies. The implication is that the formula was an example of Orwellian Newspeak merely, denoting the opposite of reality.


Whatever the history of regimes to which the word ‘democratic’ has been applied, the clear intention embodied in the idea of democracy is that it is a political order in which government is chosen and given its authority by the periodically, freely and fairly cast votes of the enfranchised members of the populace, who have a real choice as to whom to give their vote. In modern democracies the franchise is extended as widely as is consistent with decisions about who should have and who should be denied a vote, and on what grounds; such decisions include questions about a suitable minimum voting age. Until a century ago qualification for the franchise included how much property a person owned and that person’s sex. The idea behind the property qualification was that the vote should be reserved to those with a palpable stake in the state and its economy; the idea behind the sex qualification was that only men were likely to be sufficiently informed and rational to know how to use a vote properly. Needless to say, abolition of these qualifications could not have come soon enough.


The principle underlying democracy thus understood is that it gives the enfranchised an important say in the running of their society, through mechanisms which allow for peaceful changes of government. A central feature of a democratic order is the rule of law, and correlatively the idea that the law applies equally to all and its remedies are equally available to all.5 Due process is key, protecting against the arbitrary application or withholding of legal provisions. But this is not the only central feature. A set of civil liberties is essential to the operation of democracy, such as freedom of expression, the right to assembly, and liberty in respect of political choices. The mechanisms by which the enfranchised elect a government, and by which the government is thereafter constrained in what it can do, are highly important. Each vote should have equal weight (a condition not satisfied by a first-past-the-post electoral system: see pp. 138–42), and there should be clear constitutional provisions governing the exercise of governmental power and discretion (in the UK there is insufficient such clarity because the constitution is unwritten and consists in an inchoate mixture of custom and statute).


All this is essential to democracy. Is it enough? Not yet. Three further intimately connected essentials – the proper operation of the democracy, the quality of the electorate, and the quality of the elected – would close the gap between aspiration and the nearest thing to the ideal that humanity can achieve in this sphere. I shall suggest that it is in the breakdown of these further essentials that the crisis of contemporary democracy consists.


In the first half of the book I set out the background to the dilemma of democracy and the solutions proposed for the dilemma. I start with the reasons for opposition to the idea of democracy which, for over two thousand years, deprived people almost everywhere of a voice in the government of their lives (chapters 1–2); and then trace the debates which led to a solution to the dilemma and the promise of a workable democracy (chapters 3–6). Much scholarship and debate surround the work of each of the thinkers I discuss; I go to their original arguments themselves to show how each made his (all ‘his’ as it happens) case.


A knowledge of these matters is essential to grasping what is, can and should be understood about the important concept of democracy, so that the next steps – understanding what has gone wrong with democracy in leading parts of the Western world, and what can be done to reclaim the solution so painfully and at such length worked out by the long tradition of debate about it – can be better done (chapters 7–10).


This story shows that democracy as one of the leading principles of the contemporary advanced world has to be the most discussed, thought about and thought out feature of our social and political arrangements. Allowing it to be corroded, as it has been, is a serious dereliction of our duty as citizens. I describe our forebears’ long and arduous struggle to achieve the rights and liberties founded on democracy in my Towards the Light (2011); allowing democracy to be corrupted as it has been is a betrayal of that struggle, and a danger to our present and our future.


This last apocalyptic-seeming remark is offered in all soberness. It is very easy to lose what is of real value by inattention, laziness, the sloppiness induced by overconfidence and distraction by trivia. While we look at the screens of our televisions and mobile phones, others with agendas have their fingers in the pockets of our democracy, on the steering wheel of our democracy, on the keys to our democracy, on the credit cards of our democracy. As I write this in the spring of 2017, and as a motivation for writing it, I take it to be the case that the United Kingdom is in the throes of a politically illegitimate effort – the so-called ‘Brexit’ – by the right wing of a political movement to effect dramatic constitutional changes which they could not achieve as a self-standing political party in a standard general election.6 In the United States, at the same time, there is a new President who is by a long chalk one of the worst qualified and worst equipped individuals ever to be voted into the White House, ‘defeating’ – though with three million fewer votes, courtesy of the Electoral College arrangement – a candidate who by a long chalk is one of the best qualified and most relevantly experienced individuals ever to stand for the White House. By themselves these facts suggest something has gone seriously wrong in the state of democracy. They threaten to be the opening gambits in the loss of democracy altogether. Democracy must be reclaimed, in the form worked out by some of the best minds in the history of our civilization, before the opportunity to reclaim it passes.





PART I






1


THE HISTORY OF THE DILEMMA PART I


Plato, Aristotle, Machiavelli


It is customary to begin discussions of democracy with Plato’s attack on it. This is appropriate, because one side of the dilemma of democracy is identified by him: the danger – in his view, the inevitability – of democracy in fact being, or at least rapidly collapsing into, rule by the least well-equipped to rule; as Plato put it on the basis of how such a process could occur in an ancient Greek city state, mob rule or rather mob anarchy – the situation for which the term ochlocracy was coined. That would be undesirable enough in its own right, but he took it that because democracy thus conceived is unsustainable it will, he says, with further inevitability eventuate in the restoration of order by a strongman ruler – a tyrant.


There is another danger implicit in Plato’s conception of democracy, which is that of a hidden oligarchy (in our contemporary sense of rule by a group, claque or cabal) or perhaps even a hidden tyranny, capturing the reins of government under cover of democracy, by exploiting and directing sentiment through demagoguery and manipulation to achieve its own ends. This might happen even in benign ways, as was arguably the case under Pericles in the democracy of fifth century BCE Athens; but if we make the assumption, as we do in contemporary systems predicated on the idea that political authority lies with whoever counts as the enfranchised among the demos, hidden oligarchy would not be legitimate because it would not be democracy.


Aristotle did not see eye to eye with his teacher Plato in matters of politics. The interest in Aristotle’s thought for present purposes is that he believed there to be a form of political order, which he called polity (in Greek politeia), intermediate between oligarchy and democracy, which could be described as a good or positive form of democracy if the label ‘democracy’ had not been placed in such bad odour by Plato that few were prepared to defend a political system under that name, not only among Plato’s successors but until very recently in history. Yet the demand for wider participation in matters political that has grown in modern times in fact has considerable affinity, whether unconsciously or accidentally, with the Aristotelian notion of polity.


In the eighth book of the Republic Plato describes a set of political regimes arranged in descending order of merit, beginning with the kind he advocates – aristocracy, ‘rule by the best’ – and proceeding downhill to the worst kind, which is tyranny, rule by a single individual. ‘Worst’ here does not necessarily mean despotic or cruel; parts of the Greek world of Plato’s time were ruled by individuals whom the nomenclature of the time designated tyrannos, though they might equally well have been called princes, kings, rulers, or dictators – in the neutral sense of this latter term, as used by Romans to denote the plenipotentiary leader they appointed in times of national emergency. But with the evidence before him of the actualities of tyranny, in which the licence to cruelty, murder and injustice is unrestrained either by inner virtue or outer constitutional forms, Plato viewed tyranny as the worst form of government, because, as Lord Acton long after him noted, ‘Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.’ And thus the word ‘tyrant’ came to have a thoroughly bad connotation.


Between aristocracy and tyranny lie three intermediary forms, each a degeneration from the better form above it. Aristocracy, as noted, is rule by the ‘best’, understood not as an hereditary nobility – that was a much later misappropriation of the term – but as the most knowledgeable, virtuous and wise among the citizens, who rule disinterestedly because they have no vested interests in anything but the welfare of the state. A related form of government is epistocracy, rule by those who know, in other words by experts, people who are knowledgeable, experienced and educated. But the term aristoi means people who are not only knowledgeable and smart but highly moral. Aristocrats were Plato’s ‘philosopher kings’, whose knowledge and virtue – which, as a subtlety of his ethical theory, are the same thing in effect – arise from grasping the nature of the eternal Good. In contemporary terms one might describe Plato’s aristocrat as a kind of meritocrat, a highly intelligent and educated man, raised and trained to rule, whose dedication to his task excludes any interest in the trappings of wealth and power and even of a personal life. Indeed Plato required that the philosopher kings should have neither property nor family, but should live as, in later times, monks chose to do.


The austerity and high-mindedness of this conception explains why Plato thought there was a risk of aristocracy degenerating into timocracy. In modern parlance timocracy is rule by those whose qualification for government is the possession of a certain minimum of property, but in Plato’s usage it denotes rule by those who seek honour, status and military glory. Unlike aristocrats, whom they somewhat resemble in being intelligent and educated, they nevertheless have an incomplete grasp of the Good, and mistake it for its outer shows – the wealth and reputation that people seek in the erroneous idea that these things are the greatest goods worth having. Whereas aristocracy would ensure stable and enduring government because no inner divisions threaten it, from timocracy downwards rivalry enters the picture, and with rivalry a greater chance of instability.


It is an easy slide from timocracy to oligarchy. Today this term means rule by the few – by a group, class, cabal or junta; Plato meant rule by the rich over the more numerous poor. Today an alternative label is used for this latter type of regime, viz. plutocracy. Timocracy degenerates into oligarchy because timocrats are permitted to accumulate private wealth, from which follow the vices that wealth encourages: pursuit of pleasure and luxury, making the possession of money seem desirable as an end in itself, and its accumulation as more important than virtue or honour. Timocrats still cared about honour, said Plato, but oligarchs only care about money.


The oligarchies of Plato’s own day gave him examples of what there is to deprecate in them. If wealth is the qualification for rule, wise but poor men will be excluded from government. Class distinctions arise from the differentials in wealth, destabilizing society. Military weakness will follow, because the effete rich, denying arms to the poor for fear of insurrection, are not guaranteed to be good soldiers.


The rich enjoy a large measure of freedom because their wealth buys it for them. They have choices and personal autonomy. Envy of such freedom causes oligarchy to be overcome by democracy. The populace rises against the oligarchs in order to dispossess them, generally with violence and turmoil; or at best the oligarchs capitulate without a revolution, for fear of one. One way or another democracy supervenes because the many want what the few enjoyed without rival for so long. In democracy everyone claims and possesses freedom and the right to make and break laws, and that, said Plato, very soon means anarchy, for such freedom is not freedom but merely licence.


Implicit in the idea of degeneration from the best form of government, the aristocratic, is Plato’s claim that the members of the demos lack the knowledge and virtue of the aristoi, which is what make the latter fit to govern. He thinks that the collapse of the democratic state is inevitable given the supposed opposite characteristics of the polloi or general public: ignorance, self-interest, prejudice, envy, and rivalry.	


‘In such a state of society’, Plato writes,




the master fears and flatters his scholars, and the scholars despise their masters and tutors; young and old are all alike; and the young man is on a level with the old, and is ready to compete with him in word or deed . . . And above all, and as the result of all, see how sensitive the citizens become; they chafe impatiently at the least touch of authority and at length, as you know, they cease to care even for the laws, written or unwritten; they will have no one over them.1





Accordingly democracy is no different from anarchy, or at the very least rapidly collapses into it, a situation which soon invites the intervention of a strongman to restore order. Once a strongman is in power, getting rid of him can prove difficult, and the people will be in the worst situation of all: they will live under tyranny. Thus, said Plato, do tyranny and slavery arise out of extreme forms of liberty.


* * *


Aristotle thought that Plato’s version of aristocracy was impractical because it ignored human nature. Can there really be philosopher kings remote from the normal human desire for affection and the amenities that make life pleasant? His own idea of what would be the best kind of political order is one in which every citizen – where ‘citizen’ is a restricted notion meaning someone qualified to engage in the state’s political life – is virtuous, equipped to attain excellence of character, and therefore able to live a life of eudaimonia or happiness. Such a society is in practice unlikely to exist, however, so a more modest ambition is the aforementioned polity. This is a mixed constitution in which no single order of citizens, whether rich, aristocratic or poor, can override the interests of the others.


In the Nichomachean Ethics Aristotle had defined virtue as the middle path between opposing vices – courage as the mean between cowardice and rashness, generosity as the mean between miserliness and profligacy, and so on – and he applied this philosophy of the middle ground to his idea of the best practicable state. Such a state will be one in which there is a large middle class, itself neither rich nor poor but occupying the territory in between, whose members will be more inclined to be fair and just than either of the other two classes because, he says, those who are moderately well off find it ‘easiest to obey the rule of reason’ and will be least inclined to faction.


‘Large’ in ‘large middle class’ here is a relative term. Like the Athenian democrats before him, Aristotle believed that polity is possible only in a city state small enough for the voice of the public crier, the stentor, to be heard all over town. In such a setting all citizens could know everything that was going on, and could know personally the men who took office as magistrates, generals or jurymen; such a society is a ‘face-to-face’ society.


More recent theorists have found interesting Aristotle’s view that although democracy is not as good as polity because it gives an unbalancing amount of influence to the poor, who would be likely to constitute the majority, it is nevertheless the least bad of bad systems, and could be defended on the grounds that the pooled wisdom of the many might sometimes be better than the individual wisdom of the few.


Aristotle’s view of democracy is not, however, as friendly to direct democracy as its invokers would like, because – like Plato before him – he anticipated most later thinking about the question of who can be a participant in political life, and gave the answer almost everyone gives, which is: ‘not everyone’. The restriction is introduced through the idea of citizenship. Aristotle defined a citizen as a man who has the right to take part in the assembly, to hold office as a magistrate, and to sit on juries. Even poor men can be citizens of a state, but women, slaves and foreigners are again excluded. This in effect is the same problem, in early form, of who ‘the people’ are in the standard rhetoric about democracy in modern thought. I examine this crucial term in more detail later.


For Aristotle a key point was that any constitution has to be one that embodies the rule of law. The kind of democracy he most disapproved of ‘is where the mass is sovereign and not the law. This kind arises when dictats are sovereign instead of the law, which happens because of demagogues. In law-abiding democracies demagogues do not arise; on the contrary, the best citizens guide. This is because the demos becomes a monarch, one person composed of many; for the many are sovereign not as individuals but collectively.’2


Aristotle’s views on politics have not been as influential as those of Plato largely because his empirical study of constitutions, and the political theory he based on it, related to the Greek city states that were then on their way out of history. It is hard not to find compelling, though, his idea that as more citizens become educated and better off, so a democracy evolves into a polity, defined as that political order in which the pooled wisdom of reasonable and informed citizens might result in a dispensation only one notch below the ideal state all of whose citizens are aristoi, the best. The practical difficulty of achieving even this lesser ideal is one that remains a challenge for democracy today.


Herodotus makes clear that the Greeks’ resistance to the Persian invasion of the early fifth century BCE was premised on the idea of freedom – eleutheria – which they regarded as applying peculiarly to themselves. Persians might be richer and grander, but they were slaves to their imperial overlord. In fifth century BCE Athens the goddess who personified democracy, Demokratia, was honoured alongside the city’s tutelary deity, Athena. In his famous Funeral Oration delivered early in the succeeding Peloponnesian War Pericles is reported by Thucydides as saying:




Our form of government does not enter into rivalry with the institutions of others. Our government does not copy our neighbours’, but is an example to them. It is true that we are called a democracy, for the administration is in the hands of the many and not of the few. But while there exists equal justice to all and alike in their private disputes, the claim of excellence is also recognized; and when a citizen is in any way distinguished, he is preferred to the public service, not as a matter of privilege, but as the reward of merit. Neither is poverty an obstacle, but a man may benefit his country whatever the obscurity of his condition. There is no exclusiveness in our public life, and in our private business we are not suspicious of one another, nor angry with our neighbour if he does what he likes . . . While we are thus unconstrained in our private business, a spirit of reverence pervades our public acts; we are prevented from doing wrong by respect for the authorities and for the laws, having a particular regard to those which are ordained for the protection of the injured as well as those unwritten laws which bring upon the transgressor of them the reprobation of the general sentiment.3
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