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Introduction

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

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

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

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

Adam Fleming




01Ancient Democracies

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

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


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



Elements of Athenian democracy

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

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

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

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

The constitution

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


Meanwhile . . . in Rome




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

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



The cradle of democracy

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

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

The condensed idea

In the hands of the many not the few




02Political Animals

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

Who rules?

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


The polis




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




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



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

Plato

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

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


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



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

The guardians

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

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

The condensed idea

Democracy as a boozy cruise
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