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MORE PRAISE FOR CAN DEMOCRACY WORK?


‘In this smart, tremendously readable history, Miller tackles the paradox at the centre of the democratic dream... Both challenging and accessible, this title is highly recommended.’


Booklist, starred review


‘No one is better qualified to wrestle with the riddle of democracy than James Miller, which is why I have been eagerly awaiting this brilliant and necessary book. Can Democracy Work? is an eloquent, clear-eyed account of democracy’s myriad challenges. This concise and compelling history deserves to be read and debated by all of us who still dare to dream of a society of equals. These pages left me feeling better prepared and reinvigorated to work toward a more democratic future.’


Astra Taylor, director of What is Democracy?
and author of The People’s Platform


‘James Miller, who has illuminated democracy’s radical possibilities, now offers some sharp reflections on how those possibilities have fared over the centuries. At a moment when the very meaning of the word is up for grabs, Miller brings us back to philosophical essentials as forged by contingency, contradiction, and human folly. Refreshing and unsettling, here is some political intelligence in a dark and confusing time.’


Sean Wilentz, author of
The Rise of American Democracy


‘This sharp, spirited, engaged intellectual history of democracy, including its recent and often loose coupling with liberalism, combines an appraisal of both inherent and situational pitfalls with an appreciation of redemptive possibilities. If democracy is protean, what matters, this rich work teaches, is the quality of our normative choices and institutional imagination.’


Ira I. Katznelson,
Ruggles Professor of Political Science and History,
Columbia University
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Once more for Ruth;
for Alexander, Michael, and Benjamin;
and to those born later


When the time comes at last
And man is a helper to man
Think of us
With forbearance.


—Bertolt Brecht,
“To Those Born Later” (1940)







CAN DEMOCRACY WORK?







PRELUDE:
WHAT IS DEMOCRACY?
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We have frequently printed the word Democracy. Yet I cannot too often repeat that it is a word the real gist of which still sleeps, quite unawaken’d, notwithstanding the resonance and the many angry tempests out of which its syllables have come, from pen or tongue. It is a great word, whose history, I suppose, remains unwritten, because that history has yet to be enacted.


—Walt Whitman, Democratic Vistas (1870)


“AGREAT DEMOCRATIC REVOLUTION is going on amongst us,” Alexis de Tocqueville wrote in 1835, in the aftermath of the United States’ War of Independence and the French Revolution. Like many observers of the modern democratic ideal, the French social theorist found many of its implications troubling, if left unchecked. Yet with twists and turns, and despite some spectacular setbacks, the “great democratic revolution” that Tocqueville described indeed continued, sometimes flaring up with disturbing results, throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first.


Tocqueville was one of the first in a long line of modern writers who have believed that democracy in some sense represented a logical culmination of human affairs: for Francis Fukuyama, writing in 1989, the year that jubilant Germans tore down the Berlin Wall, liberal democracy marked “the end of history,” with an American exclamation point.


But history hasn’t evolved in quite the way that these theorists anticipated. Tocqueville expected democracy to produce greater equality—yet democratic states conjoined with market societies have recurrently produced growing inequality. At the same time, as nations have grown larger, and as new transnational institutions have changed the everyday life of millions, those who govern have become increasingly remote, often making democracy in practice seem like a puppet show, a spectacle in which hidden elites pull all the strings—not “a great word” with a “history that has yet to be enacted.”


But democracy amazingly enough survives—at least as an article of faith or a figment of modern ideology. As one recent empirical study sums up the evidence: “If we take the number of people who claim to endorse democracy at face value, no regime type in the history of mankind has held such universal and global appeal as democracy does today.” In a striking contrast to the low regard in which democracy was held throughout most of the rest of recorded human history, virtually every existing political regime today claims to embody some form of democracy. Vladimir Putin and his supporters have declared Russia to be a “sovereign democracy.” Even North Korea calls itself a “Democratic People’s Republic.”


It is often assumed that democracy emerged as a global political norm as the result of a gradual evolution, realizing the best in a great heritage of Western political thought. A suspiciously reassuring tradition is then taken for granted. First practised by the ancient Athenians, fruitfully justified in the republican theories of Aristotle and his successors, developed through the struggles between people and king in England, democracy finally bursts into full bloom, most notably in the United States.


This account is misleading. Democracy before the French Revolution was generally held to be a fool’s paradise, or worse. At the zenith of direct democracy in ancient Athens, one critic called it a “patent absurdity”—and so it seemed for centuries afterward to political theorists from Plato to James Madison.


It was only in the eighteenth century that theorists and militants resurrected democracy as an articulate ideal. In France, inspired primarily by the radical ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and the revolutionary journalists and political leaders who championed his ideas, the common people of Paris for a few months in 1792 and 1793 practised their own form of direct democracy in local assemblies, now and then augmented through armed insurrections. In response to the radical demands of these latter-day Parisian democrats, some political observers advocated a new, indirect form of self-government, a novel regime they called (as had a few Americans before them) a “representative democracy.” Instead of exercising sovereignty directly, the people in a modern democracy should exercise it indirectly, by transferring their power to elected representatives. Under the pressure of events, one of the most ardent of modern French democrats, Robespierre, went farther and defended the need, in the midst of a democratic revolution, for a temporary dictatorship—precisely to preserve the possibility of building a more enduring form of representative democracy once the revolution was complete and law and order were restored.


Ever since the French Revolution, modern democracy has oscillated between the gradual evolution of representative democracy and radical challenges to this evolving status quo, leading to demands for more, not less, democracy, often in conjunction with demands for a reformation of the distribution of wealth, and sometimes (as in Russia after 1917) resulting in new forms of avowedly democratic dictatorships. Notable among these revolts are the Chartist uprisings of 1839, and the Chartist general strike of 1842 in Great Britain; the European revolutions of 1848, and the Paris Commune of 1871; the soviet uprisings of 1905 and 1917, and the workers’ councils they inspired in Germany, Hungary, and Italy; the anticommunist workers’ councils in Hungary in 1956, Solidarity in Poland in 1980, and the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia in 1989. Or consider more recent events, from the ill-fated Arab Spring uprisings of 2011 and the Maidan revolt in Ukraine in 2013 to the so-called umbrella revolution of Hong Kong in 2014—or even the Brexit “leave” vote in the United Kingdom in 2016, mobilized under the slogan “Take back control.”


Recent events in the United States have been similarly tumultuous. Recall the hopes for a wider and more direct popular participation in politics briefly raised in the presidential election of 2008, when Barack Obama rallied previously indifferent voters on a platform of social change—and then recall the rapid fading of these hopes, and the subsequent rise of grassroots movements that saw themselves as battling for more democracy, such as the Tea Party on the right and the Occupy Wall Street and the Black Lives Matter movements on the left, capped by the populist revolt in 2016 against the established political elites led, improbably enough, by the billionaire showman Donald J. Trump.


What is at stake in these contradictory and often controversial political developments? What, if anything, do modern representative democracies have in common with the dictatorial democracies of contemporary communist regimes, or with such avowedly direct democratic movements as Occupy Wall Street or Spain’s Indignados?


If both North Korea and the United States consider themselves democratic—and if liberals and conservatives, and socialists and communists, and nationalists and populists, and American politicians of every stripe can all claim to embody the will of a people—then what, in practice, can the idea of democracy possibly mean?


|||


WHAT FOLLOWS IS a history of an idea—a chronological look at several episodes in our ongoing experiment in democracy. Even in such a condensed recounting, it’s a dramatic saga that raises some hard questions:


Are more direct forms of popular political participation either feasible or desirable in today’s world? Can liberal representative democracies survive in the face of ongoing revolts against their various shortcomings? Or are our nominal democracies at growing risk of drifting toward illiberal and authoritarian forms of rule, duly proclaimed in the name of “the people”?


Perhaps these questions are too narrowly posed. Perhaps, as Tocqueville and others have argued, democracy isn’t merely a form of government, it is also a way of life, and a shared faith, instantiated in other forms of association, in modes of thought and belief, in the attitudes and inclinations of individuals who have absorbed a kind of democratic temperament. But how can democratic habits of association, conduct, and conviction survive in a setting where democracy as a political form is honoured mainly in the breach?


|||


LIKE MOST AMERICANS of my generation, I came of age in a country that treated democracy as a self-evident ideal, and a source of considerable national pride. Through my father, an English professor who had been raised in a union household in the oil fields of Oklahoma, and my mother, a college-educated housewife who had been reared by an extended family of observant Lutheran small businessmen in Illinois, I absorbed a number of political pieties that were widely shared in postwar America. I was taught that we were lucky to live in an exceptional society, devoted to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. And I was taught that I had a duty (my mother believed it was God-given) to make this exceptional society an even better place, in part by exercising my political rights, not only to vote but also to think for myself and to speak out against perceived injustices.


My formative years were spent in Lincoln, Nebraska, in the heart of the Great Plains of the American Midwest, a place filled with churchgoing compatriots. Both of my parents were politically engaged when I was growing up, though the two sides of the family held divergent political views: my dad and his folks were ardent Democrats, while my mom’s extended family members (apart from her) were almost all equally fervent Republicans.


In order to ensure tranquil family gatherings, I was taught to avoid talk about politics and religion in polite company—even as I was encouraged to consult my conscience and to draw my own conclusions about what a good society would look like.


As I entered adolescence, and inspired by the presidential campaign of 1960, I went door-to-door canvassing for John F. Kennedy in a city that Richard Nixon would carry by a wide margin. With my parents’ encouragement, I became a Young Democrat and, when a Democrat subsequently became governor of Nebraska, I was invited to give a speech in the governor’s mansion about the greatness of Franklin D. Roosevelt.


When my family moved to Chicago in the Autumn of 1962, the city came as a revelation to me. Living in Hyde Park on the South Side, I was for the first time in my life surrounded by people of all races and religious views. Attending a high school founded by the great progressive educator John Dewey, I was introduced to some of his philosophical justifications for America’s democratic ideals, and also taught about the challenges these ideals faced in a country like Ghana (the topic of a class I took on postcolonial Africa).


Among my classmates, there were more avowed Socialists than Republicans. For the first time in my life, I knew people for whom “radical” was a term of approval, not opprobrium. In the spring of 1965, I joined my first political demonstration, organized by the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, a protest against a subcommittee of the House Un-American Activities Committee that was holding hearings at an old federal courthouse on Chicago’s North Side. (What I most vividly recall is the many officials who were taking photographs of us protesters.)


In 1965, I went to college in Southern California, and at first I remained an active Democrat, attending a California Democratic Council (CDC) statewide meeting in 1966. But by then, the war in Vietnam had become a subject of fierce controversy, and I ended up at the CDC convention booing, along with many other participants, as that organization’s leadership offered only tepid opposition to what seemed to many of us the misguided war policies of Lyndon Johnson. I concluded, doubtless too hastily, that the party system was rigged (even though the California Democratic Party had in fact created, in CDC, one of the most powerful grassroots political organizations in the United States at that time).


To my father’s chagrin—he considered my newfound political passions puerile—I became an antiwar activist and, in the spring of 1967, I joined Students for a Democratic Society after meeting Carl Davidson, an SDS leader who visited a political sociology class I was taking at the time. He spoke of “participatory democracy” and the power to make the decisions that affected our lives. Inspired by such talk, I helped organize a local branch of SDS—and fancied myself a more ardent proponent of democracy than ever. Democracy, I concluded, wasn’t just about voting and manoeuvring for power in a hierarchically organized party—it was now about direct action and becoming part of a face-to-face community of peers.


In the summer of 1968, I was back home in Chicago, where I ended up joining a chaotic protest at the Democratic convention that year. I was angry at the growing savagery of the war in Vietnam, the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the transformation of American cities like Chicago into police states, patrolled by military personnel in armoured vehicles. I was free, white, and twenty-one; and profoundly disenchanted with what I regarded as a betrayal by establishment liberals of what I had been taught were core democratic—and American—values.


After finishing graduate work in the history of ideas, I went on to write two books about the history of democracy: one, on Jean-Jacques Rousseau and the roots of modern democracy in his conception of popular sovereignty, and in the expression of his ideals in the French Revolution; the other, on the American New Left of the 1960s and the rise and fall of “participatory democracy” in that decade.


Apart from a decade spent working as a cultural critic for Newsweek magazine in the 1980s, I have spent most of my life teaching politics in various universities, for the past quarter century at the New School for Social Research, where one of my early heroes, Hannah Arendt, also taught.


As time has passed, I’ve had second thoughts about many of my old convictions, and I’ve tried hard to imbue my students with a sceptical outlook on their own political assumptions, no matter how fiercely held. Year after year, new students appear in my classes eager to learn more about democratic ideals—and also eager to put these ideals into practice.


And year after year, I’ve had to ask myself, seriously, a handful of recurrent questions:


What is living, and what is dead, in the modern democratic project?


For that matter, what is the modern democratic project? Is it a single project in practice, or is it realized in divergent, even contradictory forms? Is it a universal goal of political evolution, as some have argued, or a uniquely Western creation, intertwined with Christianity and the spoils of Western imperialism, and therefore of limited relevance to the citizens of other world civilizations? Is it backward-looking, as some critics have alleged, or future-orientated, as Walt Whitman prophesied?


And can it really work—especially in complex modern societies?


|||


AS HANNAH ARENDT pointed out long ago, the shared political experience of exuberant new beginnings is a recurrent feature of modern democratic revolts. It needs to be stressed here that these revolts are a central part of the story of modern democracy: they are not an unfortunate blemish on the peaceful forward march toward a more just society; they form the heart and soul of modern democracy as a living reality.


It is a familiar story: out of the blue, it seems, a crowd pours into a city square, or gathers at a barnstorming rally held by a spellbinding orator, to protest hated institutions, to express rage and anger at the betrayals of the current ruling class, to seize direct control of public spaces. To label these frequently disquieting moments of collective freedom “populist,” in a pejorative sense, is to misunderstand a constitutive feature of the modern democratic project.


Yet as Arendt also understood, these episodes of collective self-assertion are invariably fleeting and stand in tension with the need for a more stable constitution of collective freedom, embodied in the rule of law, and representative institutions that can operate at a larger and more inclusive scale, both national and international. Even worse, these large-scale institutions are prone to frustrate anyone hoping to play a more direct and personal role in political decision making.


This means that the democratic project—both ancient and modern—is inherently unstable. Frustrated in practice, the modern promise of popular sovereignty recurrently produces new efforts to assert the collective power of a people, however narrowly or expansively defined. If observers like the apparent result, they often hail an event as a renaissance of the democratic spirit; if they dislike the demands being made, then they are liable to dismiss these episodes of collective self-assertion as mob rule, or populism run amok. No matter. Since 2011, the world has seen wave after wave of democratic revolts on the streets of various capital cities, and also at ballot boxes.


Hence our current predicament. Even though the postwar consensus over the meaning and value of liberal democratic institutions seems more fragile than ever—polls show that trust in elected representatives has rarely been lower—democracy as furious dissent flourishes as rarely before, in vivid and vehement outbursts of anger at remote elites and shadowy enemies. And these outbursts are essential to the continued vitality, and viability, of modern democracy—even as (and precisely because) they challenge the status quo, destructive though that challenge may be.


|||


IN ORDER TO tell the story of democracy, it is necessary to describe the meaning of the term in different times and places, taking seriously the history of the word itself, and its many and sometimes surprisingly various uses. “The history of philosophy, and perhaps especially of moral, social and political philosophy, is there to prevent us from becoming too readily bewitched,” the Cambridge historian Quentin Skinner has argued. “The intellectual historian can help us appreciate how far the values embodied in our present way of life, and our present ways of thinking about those values, reflect a series of choices made at different times between different possible worlds.”


The account that follows is the work of someone trained, like Skinner, in the field of intellectual history. But it is also a deeply personal narrative, if only because I am inescapably the product of a typically modern democratic faith that was drummed into me from birth. This makes it hard for me to draw a sharp line between my considered political beliefs and an internalized ideology that, in fact, typifies the present age.


In any case, what this book describes is not only a highly selective sequence of historically conditioned forms of government, and the series of choices people have made among them, but also a similarly selective series of moral visions, pictures of a better world that have grown out of, but also contradict, the increasingly various institutions that have claimed to instantiate some form of “democracy.”


The story I tell is Eurocentric. Recently sceptics of such an approach have raised doubts about whether democracy in fact first appeared in Greece. They have suggested instead that analogous forms of self-rule independently evolved around the world, in India, in China, and in Japan; and they have pointed to the later, equally fortuitous appearances of self-government in Africa, medieval Iceland, the Swiss cantons, and among the indigenous peoples of Australia and the Americas.


It would be foolish to deny the possibility that some important examples of popular participation in governance may predate the invention of democracy in Athens, or have arisen independently of any knowledge of the Greek experience. But as the classical historian M. I. Finley tartly quipped, whatever the facts may be about such examples, “their impact on history, on later societies, was null. The Greeks, and only the Greeks, discovered democracy in that sense, precisely as Christopher Columbus, not some Viking seaman, discovered America.” Similarly, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it was the imperial proponents of democratic ideas from England, France, the United States, and the Soviet Union—championing both liberal and socialist forms of self-rule—who exported democracy around the world, often at gunpoint, eventually turning it into a puta-tively universal human right.


I have chosen to recount this frequently fraught history by describing a series of different historical responses to the question What is democracy?


The answers range from the closed, self-governing community of ancient Athens, through the assertion of popular sovereignty in revolutionary Paris in 1792, to the rise of a commercial republic of free individuals in America; from the struggle for social and political equality waged by European socialist parties in the nineteenth century, through the consolidation in the early twentieth century of rival regimes of ostensible self-rule in the United States and the Soviet Union. After World War II, democracy, understood as the self-determination of peoples, emerges as a universal aspiration, memorialized in Article 21 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations in 1948.


By recollecting in this way the sheer variety of different answers to the question What is democracy? I can also shed some light on a puzzling outcome I mentioned at the outset: the astonishing fact that liberals and conservatives, and socialists and communists, and nationalists and populists, and American politicians of every stripe now claim to represent the will of a sovereign people. The United Nations’ avowed commitment to democratic ideals is a tremendous historical achievement. But the associated propaganda claim that these nations are all conducting a democracy is, as a friend remarked to me, very nearly laughable—even in the United States.


|||


BEFORE STARTING TO tell this interlocked series of complex stories, however, it is important to sharply distinguish democracy from liberalism—two value-laden words that, in recent years, have become almost hopelessly conflated and confused, especially in the work of social scientists and Western political pundits.


Unlike democracy, “liberalism” is a relatively late addition to our political lexicon. In Europe, the word first comes into wide usage in the nineteenth century by various political theorists and statesmen in France, Germany, and Italy, united in their horror at the bloodshed of the French Revolution, but otherwise varied in their positive views. Some focused on promoting commerce and free trade, some stressed juridical limits to state power, others on building a strong state to promote the common good, and still others, some religiously motivated, on fostering citizens who were “liberal” in the classical sense of being unselfish and magnanimous.


In the United States, liberalism was introduced even later into the jargon of American politics by a group of reformers who believed that the federal government could be a tool for positive social change; Teddy Roosevelt Progressives in 1912, they became Wilsonian Democrats from 1916 to 1918, and embraced “liberalism” as a way to distinguish themselves from sectarians of any political party as well as from revolutionary advocates of socialism or communism.


Democracy, when it first appeared in Greece, had nothing to do, either in theory or in practice, with any such modern conception of liberalism.


In classical Athens, democracy presupposed shared norms, a shared religious horizon, and a shared projection of egalitarian ideals; it revolved around periodic public assemblies in which all the citizens met as one, and had, as its characteristic procedure, the random selection of citizens to fill almost all the key offices of justice, administration, and government. As Socrates discovered at his trial for impiety and corrupting the youth in 399 B.C., the ordinary citizens of ancient Athens had little patience for nonconformists. Their collective freedom to wield their power was perfectly compatible with the complete subjection of the individual to the community.


Modern democracy, which revolves around an idea of popular sovereignty utterly alien to the thinking of the ancient Greeks and most powerfully expressed in Rousseau’s concept of the general will, also has no necessary connection to liberalism. The Protestant champions of the idea of popular sovereignty in the sixteenth century summoned the power of the people for the express purpose of dethroning rulers with whose religious views they disagreed: “It was not religious liberty they sought, but the elimination of wrong religions.”


Rousseau, writing two centuries later, was characteristically blunt in conceding that his views of popular sovereignty had no necessary connection with any concept of natural rights. In the Social Contract, his 1762 treatise on political right, he argued strenuously that slavery was unnatural and illegitimate, but he also freely speculated (with good reason, as we shall see) that slavery was perhaps a prerequisite of democracy in Athens.


“What! Freedom can only be maintained with the support of servitude? Perhaps. The two extremes meet,” Rousseau wrote. “There are some unfortunate situations when one cannot preserve one’s freedom except at the expense of others, and when the citizen can only be perfectly free if the slave is completely enslaved”—and so it was in the first decades of the American experiment in democracy.


The great Austrian jurist Hans Kelsen, building on the work of Rousseau, but with far greater sobriety and analytic rigour, made a similarly trenchant observation about modern conceptions of democracy in his 1920 monograph, The Essence and Value of Democracy: “Even with the limitless expansion of state power and, consequently, the complete loss of individual ‘freedom’ and the negation of the liberal ideal, democracy is still possible as long as this state power is constituted by its subjects. Indeed, history demonstrates that democratic state power tends toward expansion no less than its autocratic counterpart.” In other words, a majority of voters in a modern representative democracy may very well support policies that are explicitly illiberal, as some Americans fear had happened after the election in 2016 of Donald J. Trump as the forty-fifth president of the United States.


In sum: democracy does not entail liberalism, and vice versa—even if the two ideas have sometimes become intertwined, as most notably occurred in America in the course of the twentieth century.


|||


WHAT’S CLEAR TODAY is that while democracy as such may be widely admired, it is in its liberal form also an embattled ideology. In 2014, the Hungarian prime minister, Viktor Orbán, explicitly opposed liberal restraints on popular sovereignty as an impediment to making Hungary competitive in the global economy, and praised instead the strengths of an “illiberal state.” In the years since, the West has been at a paradoxical crossroads. As one commentator has sharply observed, “Few leaders and movements in the West dare to challenge the idea of democracy itself. Not so for liberalism, which has come under mounting attack.” One result has been the rise of popular movements in which a majority of ordinary citizens have embraced a narrow conception of solidarity and rallied around a leader who claims to embody the will of such a closed community (Orbán is only one example).


Another result has been a resurgence of traditional anxieties, notably in the United Kingdom and the United States, about the worth of democracy as a form of government. Why should we entrust the fate of the earth to large numbers of ordinary citizens foolish enough to elect a manifestly unfit American president?


Such worries are nothing new: in 1975, a group of social scientists and political leaders in Europe, Japan, and the United States published a volume analysing The Crisis of Democracy. In 2018, however, the worries seemed to run deeper. Some feared for the future of democracy, while others began to fear modern democracy itself, for the chaos and potentially self-destructive outcomes it could obviously, in certain circumstances, produce.


It is perhaps ironic, given events in my homeland as I was writing this book, but I probably feel more proud of the American accomplishment in this context than I did as a young man. I have lived long enough to appreciate the fragility of political institutions that are responsive to citizens, however limited that responsiveness may currently be. I have come to appreciate as well the need for some measure of political representation, legitimized through voting, and also the value of having organized political parties, inevitably hierarchical in their structure, that nevertheless continue to fight for a more informed public and a more secure right to vote, supplemented by more opportunities for ordinary people, and not just professional politicians, to participate, in a thoughtful way, in making the decisions that affect the shape of a large and diverse society. And I am struck by the progress we have made as a nation, and the polyglot expansion of our citizenry as a whole, and the generosity with which Americans, at their best, have conceived of popular sovereignty in pluralistic terms. For all its faults, and despite profound racial tensions that persist in the wake of a very bloody civil war, the United States has evolved into the world’s most striking ongoing experiment in cosmopolitan self-governance.


Still, as Tocqueville appreciated long ago, and as the shocking triumph of Donald Trump in the American presidential election of 2016 only confirmed, the relative historical success of a relatively liberal form of modern democracy in America is no reason for complacency.


Whether democracy in America, or anyplace else, can flourish, either as a historically conditioned set of political institutions or as a moral vision, must remain, by the very logic of democracy, an open question. Only its citizens can resolve its manifold problems and paradoxes, and only they can decide if its vistas, despite all challenges, remain as inclusive and enchantingly “democratic” as Walt Whitman once hoped—or if democracy comes to stand instead for something much narrower, even mean.







ONE
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A CLOSED COMMUNITY OF SELF-GOVERNING CITIZENS


WHEN AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENTISTS speak of democracy today, they generally have in mind a political system for choosing and replacing the government through free and fair elections, a system that also protects the human rights of all citizens, and one that adheres to a rule of law, in which the laws and procedures, memorialized in a written constitution, apply equally to all citizens.


By these criteria, the world’s first democracy wasn’t properly a democracy at all. At the zenith of its political glory in the fifth and fourth centuries B.C., Athens did not choose its government by holding elections, nor did it protect the human rights of its citizens, as it lacked any notion of such rights, nor were the fundamental powers of the Athenian polis enshrined in a comprehensive written document.


What Athens did have is a community in which every citizen was expected to participate directly in the political life of the city—and far more actively than in any known modern democracy. At the height of democracy in Athens, in the mid-fourth century, an assembly of citizens, open to all, met at least forty times a year. All political offices were held by ordinary citizens, selected by lot, and all legal judgments in the city’s courts were reached by large juries of ordinary citizens, similarly selected. And all this happened in a comparatively large commercial city that dominated the eastern Mediterranean world for nearly two centuries.


Despite this apparently impressive record of accomplishments, most ancient authorities reviled democracy in Athens. Plato, perhaps the most widely admired writer in antiquity, and someone who lived under democratic rule in the fourth century, criticized the false beliefs that prevailed in a city governed by public opinion rather than true knowledge, and he deplored the “insolence, anarchy, wastefulness, and shamelessness” that the prevalence of false beliefs facilitated. The historian Thucydides, another citizen of democratic Athens, who chronicled the Peloponnesian War with Sparta that had begun in 431 and ended with the defeat of Athens in 404, essentially blamed the power of the ordinary people of Athens, and their susceptibility to manipulation by mendacious orators, for this catastrophic outcome. As a result of critics like Plato and Thucydides—not to mention subsequent political developments, from the Macedonian empire of Alexander the Great to modern European monarchies that claimed absolute sovereignty as a divine right—nobody much cared about the Athenian political system for almost two thousand years, nor about democracy as a form of government.


In the centuries between the rise of Rome and the fall of the Bastille, the world’s first democracy was left largely unexamined, and possible justifications for it were rarely considered. Even in contexts where the idea still circulated, among trained jurists and experts in political philosophy, democracy was normally disparaged as the worst of the simple forms of government, inferior to both monarchy and aristocracy. It was only in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Europe and the United States that a sweeping reevaluation of ancient democracy took place—helping to transform the main currents of political thought and institutional development, first in the West, and then around the world.


The reevaluation of Greek democracy continues. As a result of recent research and ongoing discoveries of previously lost documents, most notably a detailed description of Athenian political institutions likely compiled by Aristotle and his students, and unearthed in Egypt only in 1879, scholars today know much more than Plato or Thucydides conveyed about the nature of the various democratic institutions of Athens—including how radical their implications really were.


Modern scholars have also skilfully interpreted the surviving texts of Athenian orators, which contain idealizing paeans to democracy, if not a systematic political philosophy. Thus Demosthenes, perhaps the most famous Athenian orator, praised his city’s democratic way of life for its “spirit of compassion for the helpless, and of resistance to the intimidation of the strong and powerful; it does not inspire brutal treatment of the populace,” nor does it encourage “subservience to the rulers of the day.”


|||


ATHENS WAS ONE of roughly one thousand Greek-speaking political units, towns scattered in the countryside and along the coasts of the Mediterranean, Aegean, and Black Seas, “like frogs around a pond,” as Plato put it. The territory of Athens was roughly the size of the modern American state of Rhode Island. It was the most populous polis in ancient Greece. Though the exact number of total residents, including slaves, foreigners, women, and children, is impossible to determine, and fluctuated dramatically over time, experts estimate that there were perhaps as many as sixty thousand citizens in 431 B.C., and about thirty thousand a century later—and that the number of adult male citizens represented around a tenth of the entire population of Attica. The majority of these people resided in rural inland villages; the rest lived either in the port of Piraeus or in the urban centre of Athens, the two most thickly settled regions.


Democracy made its surprising appearance in Athens in an archaic context where some neighbouring civilizations (such as Persia) had a king ruling over a relatively large realm, and where most of the smaller Greek-speaking city-states were ruled either by monarchs claiming divine sanction; by secular tyrants ruling by brute force; or by a small group of nobles or rich citizens—an “aristocracy,” as Greeks called it if this elite was civic-minded, or an “oligarchy,” if it was merely self-interested.


Insofar as ordinary citizens (the demos) had a role to play in the archaic polis, it was by acknowledging the authority of their leaders, sometimes (as in Homer) simply by shouting their collective approval in public assemblies before a crucial battle. The earliest forms of popular participation in Greece seem to have been plebiscitary—citizens acclaimed or formally elected a leader, but the leader, having secured popular approval, was then free to exercise power as he saw fit.


According to the pioneering fifth-century Greek historian Herodotus, who is one of our main sources for what little we know about these things, Athens took its first steps toward more robust forms of self-government under the leadership of Solon, who served as an archon or city magistrate in 594/3 B.C. He was legendary for enhancing the power of the city’s ordinary citizens, abolishing the practice of debt slavery—and then renouncing power, leaving the city for ten years, thus abjuring the customary spoils of high office.


Solon’s reforms were not universally popular. In the decades that followed, Athens was in frequent turmoil, mainly caused by feuds between rival dynastic families with clashing political programmes. A period of relative stability began in the middle of the sixth century, when a war hero named Peisistratus seized power and established a tyranny, with the support of most poor Athenians. By levying taxes on wealthier citizens, the tyrant was able to embark on an ambitious public works programme, erecting new monuments and buildings, and also devoting public funds to supporting a variety of religious cults and civic festivals. After his death in 527, the tyranny survived for another generation until Cleisthenes, a scion of the powerful Alcmaeonid family, rose to political prominence in 510.


|||


A NOBLEMAN of uncommon ability, Cleisthenes was ruthless, wily—and blessed with a bold political imagination. Banished as a child along with other members of his extended family because of their ongoing resistance to the rule of Peisistratus, he came of age in Delphi, the site of the Temple of Apollo and the seat of the Pythia, the high priestess regarded as the vessel of Apollo and the oracle most widely consulted in the ancient Greek world. While residing there, the Alcmaeonids won a contract to rebuild the Delphic temple. In a shrewd act of philanthropy, Cleisthenes convinced his kinsmen to pay for extraordinarily fine marble columns for the new temple façade out of the family coffers. Their generous gift put Delphi in the family’s debt. Shortly afterward, Cleisthenes personally intervened with the Pythia. He arranged for the oracle to advise Sparta to topple Athens’s tyrant, and so free the city from the iron grip of his family’s enemies. Schemes like this were typical in archaic Greece.


As a result, a large army of Spartans led by their king in 510 B.C. succeeded in toppling the Athenian tyrant Hippias, triggering several years of elite infighting in Athens. By then, the growing mobilization of popular support by Athenian political rivals had unleashed what one historian speculates was a gradual “process of steady expansion of political equality,” from “the narrow circle of only the noble” to the broader ranks of wealthy citizens, who in turn sought increasingly explicit support from the poorer citizenry.


It was apparently in this charged context that sharp conflict erupted over whether or not to define the Athenians as a people with the collective capacity to exercise political power directly. In 508, Cleomenes, an oligarch who hoped to reverse the growing power of poorer Athenians, outmanoeuvred Cleisthenes to become archon—the city’s highest civilian official in those days.


Contesting that result, Cleisthenes began to mobilize popular support, in part by publicizing an elaborate programme of political reforms, meant to give more power to ordinary citizens. His enemies in turn asked the Spartans to return to Athens, this time to drive Cleisthenes and his allies into exile, to install their army on the Acropolis, and to ensure by force that an oligarch and his allies would be able to rule Athens at will, as an ally of Sparta. Once again, Athens seemed on the verge of spiralling into violence and civil war.


Before the arrival in Athens of King Cleomenes’s troops, Cleisthenes and his family and elite followers decamped, as anticipated.


But what happened next came as a shock. Instead of acquiescing in the foreign occupation, the ordinary citizens of Athens, as if spontaneously, converged on the Acropolis and surrounded the Spartan army, laying siege to the citadel. It took only three days to drive the Spartans from the city—an outcome that suggests the popular uprising had numbers and force on its side.


Though there is no scholarly consensus on the significance of this event, one modern historian, Josiah Ober, does not shrink from comparing the Athenian uprising of 508 to the storming of the Bastille that would launch the French Revolution in 1789. The result in Athens, according to Ober, was also a “revolution,” in the modern sense of a new beginning, a political upheaval that inaugurates a radically new political order.


|||


“ALTHOUGH ATHENS had been a great city before,” writes Herodotus, “it became even greater once rid of its tyrants.” Summoned back to Athens after the people had repulsed the Spartans, Cleisthenes turned to the Assembly, or Ekklesia, derived from the Greek word meaning “to summon,” because citizens were summoned to meetings by a trumpeter or herald. Under the tyrants, the Ekklesia had been an essentially passive body, but Cleisthenes sought to invigorate it in order to authorize his ambitious plans for reforming the city’s institutions. Henceforth all new legislation in Athens had to be validated in the Assembly, which was now open to all citizens, no matter how poor. (At the time, the Athenian citizenry consisted of free-born males over the age of twenty-one with a native Athenian father.) An amphitheatre was built for the Assembly, a meeting place called the Pnyx, situated on a rocky slope in central Athens.


In the most audacious aspect of his reform programme, Cleisthenes entirely reorganized the body politic. Athens’s traditional kinship groupings had long given de facto political power to a few wealthy families who worshipped a divine ancestor and controlled the relevant priestly offices. Cleisthenes set out to undermine this system by creating an entirely new set of ten civic “tribes.” He assigned each a new eponymous hero to worship and stipulated that its members would be drawn from each of the three broad subregions of Attica: the shore, the plain, and the uplands. Membership in a tribe was now determined more or less arbitrarily, instead of by birth or physical proximity.


One result of this new organization was to bring much closer together hitherto quite separated areas of the polis, and also to break up the regional power bases that had driven political conflict in recent decades. Another result was the creation of a new civic religion that enabled all citizens, not just the members of dynastic families, to join in the worship of a heroic ancestor, and to share in the organization of worship.


The newly empowered Assembly would be steered by an expanded Council of 500, with each tribe providing fifty members. Any citizen over the age of thirty was eligible to serve. Councillors had to take an oath and submit to preliminary review and then a final audit, as a check against wrongdoing. Infantry troops were similarly organized into tribal regiments—and “one of the first things that most forcibly struck outside observers about post-Cleisthenic Athens was how much more militarily successful it quite suddenly became.”


At the same time, Cleisthenes laid a new stress on broadly based civic festivals. These events helped to knit the new civil order together symbolically, by periodically convening a very large group of people—citizens, but also women, resident aliens, even visitors from other cities—in public rituals that dramatized the new civic virtues of isonomia (equality under the law), isegoria (equal ability to speak in public), and isokratia (equal power).


The most important of these festivals had become the City Dionysia, celebrated annually in Athens for five days at the end of March. The Dionysia was capped by public performances of dithyrambs (choral hymns dedicated to Dionysus), tragedies, and comedies, with the poets and their elite patrons competing for prizes.


According to the myth behind the festival, a certain Pegasos of Eleutherai in the distant past had brought to the nearby city of Athens a statue of Dionysus, the most volatile of the Greek gods, associated with the cult of the bacchae, female worshippers of the god and participants in the ritual bacchanalia. The Athenians, however, failed to honour the god’s statue appropriately. Angered by their effrontery, Dionysus cursed the Athenian men with a chronic genital affliction that could be relieved, according to an oracle, only by expiating the affront through an appropriate ritual observance.


As it evolved in Athens, a central role in the festival’s ritual atonement of the city’s guilt came to be played by its ephebes, young men between the ages of eighteen and twenty, who were sufficiently wealthy to afford armour and who were undergoing mandatory military training to become hoplites, the armed infantrymen who had long formed the backbone of the city’s military forces. Each City Dionysia opened with a reenactment by the ephebes of the advent of Dionysus. The proceeding included a sacrifice at a hearth altar and a torchlight procession bearing the statue of Dionysus to an amphitheatre on the south slope of the Acropolis. A parade the next day was even more lavish. Priests and honoured participants carried a variety of offerings to the god: carved phalluses, bowls, loaves of bread, and other objects of religious significance. Ephebes marched in military formation as acolytes of the god, blurring the lines between defending the city by armed force, attending a civic festival, and participating in a religious ritual. Upon arrival at a sacred district next to the amphitheatre, a number of animals were sacrificed, and other, bloodless offerings were made.


|||


WITHIN THE THEATRE during the Dionysia, seating was set aside for the ephebes, a reminder of the critical role played by its soldiers throughout Athens’s history. But the best view was reserved for the Council of 500, seated by tribes. This arrangement underlined the paramount role that ordinary citizens now played in civic affairs, as a result of perhaps the most critical of all the innovations commonly credited to Cleisthenes: namely, his introduction of an annual drawing of lots to determine who would serve that year on the Council. This was a striking departure from the previous practice of selecting political officials by letting prominent men of noble birth (like Cleisthenes) vie for popular support with help from their networks of wealthy friends and clients.


To anyone accustomed to the importance of periodic elections in most modern democracies, the use of a lottery to select a city government seems counterintuitive. But drawing lots to seek the advice of the gods was a common practice in ancient Greece, as it was in many other archaic cultures; so was the use of a lottery to assure fairness (as still happens today in the selection of juries for court trials in many places). At the same time, Cleisthenes put the lottery to a novel political use, and he reinforced its impact by stipulating that a citizen could serve on the Council of 500 only twice, nonconsecutively. By combining rotation in office with a random selection process, the lottery nullified the corrupting advantages otherwise conferred in elections by wealth and family prominence. That is why Aristotle regarded elections as an essentially oligarchic political device, whereas he thought that selection by lot was quintessentially democratic.


Holding an annual lottery to staff the Council ensured that almost every Athenian citizen, at least once in his life, would participate in governing the city—just as the seating arrangement at the City Dionysia ensured that he would be publicly honoured for this service. Over the course of the fifth century, more and more of the city’s offices would be filled in annual lotteries open to even the poorest of its citizens, turning the device into a defining feature of the first democracy.


|||


THE WORD that Athenians later in the fifth century retrospectively applied to the institutional reforms inaugurated by Cleisthenes—demokratia—described a novel and still-evolving political form, in which ordinary citizens (demos) all had equal access to kratos (political power). By the end of the century, there were perhaps several hundred Greek settlements besides Athens that had adopted a form of democracy, some of them allies of Athens and some forced by Athens to adopt democratic institutions modelled on its own.


Slowly but surely, lotteries were used to fill more and more Athenian offices. In 487/6, the lottery was introduced to select the city’s chief magistrates, the archons. To this trend there were two significant exceptions—the city’s board of ten generals and its board of ten treasurers, officials responsible for military and financial affairs. Both groups were chosen in elections (and, in the case of the financial officials, there was a property qualification prospective officeholders had to meet as well). Election was the device used in these cases because the city wanted to have experienced merchants overseeing the city’s finances, and shrewd strategists leading the city’s armed forces, not just any random commoner. It therefore deployed an undemocratic political method in order to produce a meritocratic outcome.


In any case, the power of all the city’s officials, whether randomly selected by lot or elected by a vote, was gradually subordinated to the power wielded by the Assembly when citizens met face-to-face in the Pnyx. The polis in Athens began to eclipse in ethical significance the oikos, or household—a fraught transition, represented dramatically in the Antigone of Sophocles.


|||


IN ORDER TO preserve the perceived purity of this powerful new community, membership was restricted by a number of formal exclusions that became more rigorous as the regime became more democratic. As time passed, the criteria for citizenship were tightened to ensure that no resident aliens had any access to political power; neither, of course, did women or slaves. As a result, only a small fraction of the Athenian population participated in politics. The significance of this exclusivity was incalculable: the citizens of Athens were encouraged to think of themselves as a chosen people, an example for the rest of mankind. The myth of Athenian autochthony—a strong form of nativism, stressing that citizens must spring from the land—enabled even the poorest citizen to regard himself as well-born.


All native-born male Athenians enjoyed political equality by law. At the same time, there were other marked inequalities among them—of status, of wealth, and of education. Aristotle, a careful analyst of the structure of Greek city-states, sorted the free citizens into two categories: a large group of ordinary citizens (the demos, or common people), and a smaller group of extraordinary individuals, aristocrats distinguished by family pedigree, ownership of property, cultivation, and civic achievements.


Such individuals enjoyed no special privileges de jure in democratic Athens. Instead, elite citizens bore special burdens: they were expected to help finance the city’s warships and to help pay for the city’s dramatic festivals (a distinctively Greek form of voluntary taxation, organized around the institution of “liturgies”—the Greek word leitourgia literally means “public service”). These public contributions brought glory to some wealthy citizens and enabled them to stand out in the Assembly and other public settings. By the mid-fifth century, it was also common for elite citizens to learn from hired experts how to speak persuasively in public—this was a preliterate society that revolved largely around the spoken, not the written, word. Still, it is a bit misleading to call such eloquent leaders of the Assembly “politicians,” as Athens, lacking any such specialized way to make a living, lacked any such word for those members of the elite who chose to devote their free time to public life; in democratic Athens, profiting from politics was in fact a criminal offence.


Despite the advantages they continued to enjoy even after the reforms of Cleisthenes, distinguished Athenians who hoped to lead the demos nevertheless had, unavoidably, to come into direct and ongoing contact with the crowd of ordinary citizens who regularly convened in the Assembly. Any aspiring leader needed to court the common people and find ways to persuade them to undertake a concerted course of action with some measure of consistency. Success in this task generally required having some kind of extraordinary talent, whether as a persuasive speaker, a political tactician, or a military strategist.


Only a few men in some measure combined all of these talents—and that is surely one reason why a handful of famous leaders loom so large in most histories of Athenian democracy.


|||


MY FIRST EXPOSURE to ancient democracy came as a schoolboy, through reading the funeral oration of Pericles. In assigning the text, a passage from Thucydides’ The Peloponnesian War, my sixth-grade teacher explained the sombre occasion—an annual oration, held at the city’s military cemetery, to commemorate the soldiers killed in combat in the first months of what would become a lengthy war with Sparta.


She also stressed the larger purpose of the speech, to sum up the virtues of the city these soldiers had died for, a society, not unlike our own United States, she suggested, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal, and she directed our attention to the following passage:


“Our constitution,” says Pericles, “does not copy the laws of neighbouring states; we are rather a pattern to others than imitators ourselves”—a reference to the radical novelty of Athenian institutions. “Our city is called a democracy because it is governed by the many, not the few”—one of the earliest, and simplest, definitions of the new political form. “In the realm of private disputes everyone is equal before the law, but when it is a matter of public honours each man is preferred not on the basis of his class but of his good reputation and his merit”—an indication of the egalitarian spirit that prevailed in the city.


By the time he delivered his funeral oration, Pericles, according to the ancient Greek biographer Plutarch, had earned the nickname “Olympian,” because of the admirable nobility of his character and the blameless way he had exercised power, with unwavering civility and self-restraint.


His pedigree was distinguished. His mother was a niece of Cleisthenes, while his father, Xanthippus, although briefly exiled, was renowned for leading the Athenian forces that annihilated the Persian fleet of Xerxes at Mycale in 479, a year after the first Greek victory over the invaders at Salamis.


As a member of the Alcmaeonid family, Pericles had access to some of the most celebrated teachers of the day: Plutarch reports that he learned from Zeno of Elea, a logician renowned for his paradoxes, and Anaxagoras, a naturalist who offered novel explanations of eclipses, rainbows, and meteors.


In 472, shortly after he had come into his patrimony after the death of his father, Pericles was asked to serve as a choregos, or producer, at the City Dionysia for Aeschylus, who had been chosen as one of the three playwrights to produce three tragedies and a satyr play for that year’s festival. The names of choregoi were inscribed on the annual victory lists alongside the names of the winning poet and actors—and in 472, Pericles and Aeschylus were both awarded first prize for The Persians.


The play focuses on the Greek triumph at Salamis and its aftermath. It recounts the anger of the gods at the hubris of Xerxes, whose attempt to conquer the Greek people ends in humiliation and defeat. But the play also commemorates the glorious victory of the Greeks over the barbarian foe. In the words of a Persian messenger bearing grim tidings:


The rest of their array moved out and on,


And to our ears there came a burst of sound,


A clamour manifold. —On, sons of Greece!


On, for your country’s freedom! strike to save


Wives, children, temples of ancestral gods,


Graves of your fathers! now is all at stake.
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