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  INTRODUCTION by Dr. Timothy Colton, Harvard University


  When human beings try to understand complex sets of things, they usually begin by sorting them into categories. They classify or group the phenomena that interest them into boxes that are basically very much alike. These boxes can then be compared and analyzed. The logic of classification applies to the study of inanimate objects (such as, for example, bodies of water or minerals), to living organisms (such as species of birds or bacteria), and also to man-made systems (such as religions or communications media).


  This series of short books is about systems of government, which are specific and very important kinds of man-made systems. Systems of government are arrangements for human control and cooperation on particular territories. Governments dispense justice, make laws, raise taxes, fight wars, run school and health systems, and perform many other services that we often take for granted. Like, say, minerals, bacteria, and religions, systems of government come in a wide variety of forms or categories.


  Just what are those categories? One of the earliest attempts to answer this question rigorously was made in the fourth century BCE by the brilliant Greek philosopher Aristotle. His study Politics has come down to us in incomplete form, as many of his writings were lost after he died. Nonetheless, it contains a simple and powerful scheme for classifying systems of government. Aristotle researched and illustrated his treatise by looking at the constitutions of 158 small city-states near the eastern shores of the Mediterranean Sea of his day, most of them inhabited by Greeks.


  According to Aristotle’s Politics, any system of government could be accurately classified and thus understood once two things were known. The first was, how many people were involved in making political decisions: one person, a small number, or a large number. The second issue was whether the system was designed to serve the common good of the citizens of the city-state. Taken together, these distinctions produced six categories of governmental system in all: monarchy (rule by one civic-minded person); tyranny (rule by one selfish person); aristocracy (rule by the few in the interests of all); oligarchy (rule by the few to suit themselves); constitutional government or “polity” (rule by the many in the common interest); and finally a form of mob rule (rule by the many with no concern for the greater good).


  The fifth of these classic categories comes closest to modern representative democracy, as it is experienced in the United States, Western Europe, India, and many other places. One of the things Aristotle teaches us, however, is that there are many alternatives to this setup. In addition to the volume on democracy, this Mason Crest series will acquaint students with systems of government that correspond in rough terms to other categories invented by Aristotle more than two thousand years ago. These include monarchy; dictatorship (in Aristotle’s terms, tyranny); oligarchy; communism (which we might think of as a particular kind of modern-day oligarchy); fascism (which combines some of the characteristics of tyranny and mob rule); and theocracy (which does not fit easily into Aristotle’s scheme, although we might think of it as tyranny or oligarchy, but in the name of some divine being or creed).


  Aristotle focused his research on the written constitutions of city-states. Today, political scientists, with better tools at their disposal, delve more into the actual practice of government in different countries. That practice frequently differs from the theory written into the constitution. Scholars study why it is that countries differ so much in terms of how and in whose interests governmental decisions are taken, across broad categories and within these categories, as well as in mixed systems that cross the boundaries between categories. It turns out that there are not one but many reasons for these differences, and there are significant disagreements about which reasons are most important. Some of the reasons are examined in this book series.


  Experts on government also wonder a lot about trends over time. Why is it that some version of democracy has come to be the most common form of government in the contemporary world? Why has democratization come in distinct waves, with long periods of stagnation or even of reverse de-democratization separating them? The so-called third wave of democratization began in the 1970s and extended into the 1990s, and featured, among other changes, the collapse of communist systems in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe and the disintegration of differently constituted nondemocratic systems in Southern Europe and Latin America. At the present time, the outlook for democracy is uncertain. In a number of Arab countries, authoritarian systems of government have recently been overthrown or challenged by revolts. And yet, it is far from clear that the result will be functioning democracies. Moreover, it is far from clear that the world will not encounter another wave of de-democratization. Nor can we rule out the rise of fundamentally new forms of government not foreseen by Aristotle; these might be encouraged by contemporary forms of technology and communication, such as the Internet, behavioral tracking devices, and social media.


  For young readers to be equipped to consider complex questions like these, they need to begin with the basics about existing and historical systems of government. It is to meet their educational needs that this book series is aimed.
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  A young Afghan girl reads aloud to her class in a rural area near Kabul. The Islamist religious group known as the Taliban destroyed the school where these girls once studied and prohibited young women from getting an education.
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  RULE BY GOD


  Kamila Yastali wasn’t a police officer or a firefighter, but she nevertheless risked her life each day she worked. Behind the walls of her modest home in Kabul, the capital of Afghanistan, Yastali ran an illegal school. If the authorities uncovered her clandestine operation, she could be hanged.


  Yastali’s pupils also risked harsh punishment, for they too were breaking the law. To avoid attracting attention, they always arrived singly at their instructor’s house, and they never congregated with one another or lingered on the streets of the middle-class neighborhood after the day’s illicit lessons were done.


  The stealth might seem appropriate for a spy ring. But Yastali wasn’t training her students in the techniques of espionage, assassination, or sabotage. Her lessons were in math and science, literature and languages. What made the school illegal was that the students and their teacher were female. Shortly after coming to power in 1996, Afghanistan’s ruling group—known as the Taliban—had issued an edict banning formal education for girls over the age of nine. The Taliban government also prohibited women from being teachers.


  These restrictions, the Taliban claimed, were not simply in the best interests of women. They were necessary to bring Afghan society into conformance with the will of God. All behavior—private as well as public— was to be regulated by Islam, at least as the Taliban interpreted the religion’s dictates. Afghanistan was, in short, a theocracy.


  “ASCRIBING THE POWER TO GOD”


  The English word theocracy is derived from two Greek terms: theos, meaning “god”; and kratein, “to rule.” So theocracy literally means “rule by God.” That, of course, is much too vague to serve as a useful definition. A working definition of theocracy might be a government that 1) claims divine guidance or is regarded as being divinely guided; and 2) uses the power of the state to enforce conformity to religious rules or laws.


  Theocracy is quite old. In one form or another, this type of government has existed since at least 3100 BCE. But the first known description of theocracy dates to about 97 CE. “Some legislators have permitted their governments to be under monarchies,” the Jewish historian Josephus wrote in Against Apion, “others put them under oligarchies, and others under a republican form; but our legislator [Moses] … ordained our government to be what, by a strained expression, may be termed a theocracy, by ascribing the authority and the power to God.”
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