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Sakurada-Kai Oxbridge Lecture Tokyo January 2026
Can Democracy be Rehabilitated ?
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Whether or not the Good has a Form, democracy most certainly does not. In
contemporary political speech it is a question masquerading as an answer, or worse still
a wide schedule of questions masquerading as the answer to them all, whilst offering no
clear practical approach to answering any. And all that is true at a time when the
hazards the human species has created for itself, nation by nation and together, have
become more drastic than they have ever been before. As a category of course
democracy has not always carried these absurd presumptions and it is important to
grasp how and why it came to acquire them. But it is more urgent just to recognise quite
how ludicrous they are and then strain back from there to recapture a less confused and
steadier sense of the problems of political understanding and choice which confront us

today in every society on earth.
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A helpful way to recognise the enormity of the absurdity is to register the fact that a
large body of political theorists today, principally though no longer exclusively in the
United States, self-identify as Democratic Theorists, specialists in the theory of what
democracy is and why it is of such ineffable political value. Very few of these are
helplessly in the thrall of Plato — and not just because he dispraised democracy so
vividly; but all of them must assume, at least tacitly, that democracy does have a Form.
Otherwise, how could they know what to study and why should they presume that
studying it must prove of such surpassing value? If you take the trouble to investigate
the products of their labour, you will find unsurprisingly not just that they disagree widely
on what to study (nothing discreditable in that) but also that they have had minimal
success in showing what could make any interpretation of it so valuable. On a severe

view the entire academic genre thus far offers little more political illumination than the
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efforts of its scholastic predecessors to settle how many angels can balance on the

point of a pin.
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| am going to try to answer a number of questions today, some of which | hope and
believe | can answer, but the most important question | wish to address is the question
posed in my title. That unfortunately is a question which no one can answer but which it
is terrifyingly urgent for us to think about. Firstly because it is a political question — not
just a question about politics but a question IN politics: a question about what to do,
severally and in each other’s very extended company; and secondly because itis a
question about the consequences of innumerable other human beings doing some
things rather than others. Human beings cannot know about even their own future,
because, insofar as it does not simply befall them, they make it through their own
choices. All of them make those choices in hope and fear, but they cannot ever make
them in knowledge because they can never know quite what they will turn out to have
done, let alone what everyone else who knowably affects them will turn out to have
done in their turn. All of us necessarily make our own choices in what the philosopher
John Locke called “the twilight of probability” and in politics that is often a very dim light

indeed.
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The judgment that democracy stands in need of rehabilitation does not presuppose that
any other form of extant regime enjoys manifestly superior political health or is
incontestably legitimate by all pertinent criteria. It merely registers the fact that three
decades ago the western model of representative democracy was regarded far more
favourably in a wide variety of societies across the world than it is reliably known to be
today. This sharp decline in favour reflects the predominantly aversive impact of
governmental performance on the majority (in many cases, the growing majority) of their
citizens in surprisingly many of the states which had long adopted the western model of

representative democracy already, along with most of those which have chosen to
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install it over the last half century. It reflects the increasing concentration of wealth in the
hands of a very small proportion of the citizenry and the accompanying lowering of the
horizon of expectation for a very large and increasing proportion of their fellow citizens.
The combination of torpid economic growth or even recession with widening gaps
between the very top and the widening bottom of the economic distribution, sharply
falling birth rates, populations rapidly aging almost everywhere outside the continent of
Africa, with ever more salient ecological crisis can hardly be regarded as political

success from any publicly avowable point of view.
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The judgment which credited representative democracy with the decades of growing
and widening prosperity (and failed to discredit it with the concomitant ecological
damage) ascribed to the political model itself at least the capacity to achieve collective
prosperity, if not the power to ensure it; and that capacity was influentially asserted
even by economists. The widely shared current judgment, strongly reinforced by
cumulative experience, that it is increasingly unable to provide anything of the kind
underlines the implausibility that it was ever the form of the regime which enabled it to

do so and presses the question whether it can ever hope to do so again.
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The category of rehabilitation features most actively in two contexts — recovery from
grave illness and mitigation of the damage inflicted by prison on prisoners themselves
and through them on the rest of society once their sentences end. Recidivism, the
strong tendency for prisoners to return quite shortly after they have been released, is
the best evidence for the efficacy of prisons as a training ground for a criminal career,
so rehabilitation is the strategy of equipping prison inmates to navigate the labour
markets and societies which await them beyond the walls. It aspires to endow them with
capacities they may never have previously possessed but might with due help still
effectively acquire, and which would sharply improve their future chances if they did. In
most cases, of course, it might also enhance their prowess and aspirations in a criminal
career, should they persist in choosing that instead. There is quite good evidence that,
seriously pursued, it does far more good than harm to all concerned. In a medical
context rehabilitation is the focus of large branches of medical practice and the
metaphor applies more strictly: how far, for how long, and just how can the prior

capacities of the patient be recovered?
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Applied to democracy accordingly the first questions which arise are what capacities
exactly should those be taken to be and to just what type or types of regimes can those
capacities, confidently or even plausibly, be ascribed? With each of those questions we
are already in deep water; and once we register the need to answer both
simultaneously and answer them now it is clear that we must try to do so in what is

already very stormy weather.
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| mean my title in good faith, so | do not take it as a question about normative
vocabulary or even about the history of philosophy within or beyond the academy, but
as a question about politics. And since | am a citizen of the United Kingdom and | am
speaking about it here | am taking it as a question about the form of regime they share,
not in its relatively idiosyncratic aspect as each for the present still a constitutional
monarchy but in its generic sense of being a representative democracy with pretty full
adult suffrage, a press and other means of communication which are not simply
controlled by their governments and a substantial schedule of civil rights which are at

least partially operative in practice.

FIIAGEH OEA ZBERKFHE L THEIT TS, 20hb, I B#EEEEOMETD,

FRAINIBIT 2 FFLOMETH 2 < BURORMBEL LTH -, FIFEETRTH

B

0\

|

D, ZZHARTZOMBEIZOWTEEDLDENG, FAXZ A WEORIETF

NS

G

(B9 o M
WELTIATWD, 72720, MENRIZICIEES EGRIZHER LT 5D &0 D iy %r
F22MEIZE L TTIER <, ALK DIZTTZRRBBHEL (2 T\ 5 R, HuEKES

H 5] DHKFED FERENBINIZ L A 2Kkt 2 S Tninm, £ L ThR< EHE

10



—MUEIEAN  HHE

SSHINTITEEICHEE L CTWATHERMZHZ TWAEEWoT-, — X ER TORER

FERICET DMV E LTH D,

Different states, populations, and territories pass into and out of this form of regime,
changing their spatial and demographic characteristics whilst they do so, but some
linger within it for a very long time. It is hence by now possible to think of it as a type of
regime and to make some sense of why it has come and gone as it has. Much of the
discipline now known as political science has been devoted to doing just that. But if you
press the question | am trying to address, the cumulative wisdom yielded by the
discipline thus far does not have much to offer. This is not because the history of
political science has failed to encompass the life work of many highly intelligent and
energetic men and women who have thought at length about the question: from
Ostragorski, James Bryce, Max Weber and Joseph Schumpeter, none of whom quite
thought about themselves that way, through Graham Wallas, Harold Laski, Samuel
Finer, Barrington Moore, Stein Rokkan, Giovanni Sartori, Guillermo O’'Donnell, Adam
Przeworski, Theda Skocpol, and in some of his later work even Francis Fukuyama who
plausibly at some point more did. In my view thus far the most instructive oeuvre of all of
theirs has been that of Adam Przeworski: very persistent, very careful and impressively
frank over what by now are over four decades. Even Przeworski does not quite show

how to focus my question.
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It is clear by now that very many others have been trying to answer it for themselves

with varying urgency for quite a long time and more, probably, just at this point than at
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any since the 1930s. For very obvious reasons many definitely thought it needed an
answer in 1918, many more did so between 1933 and 1939, and many in different parts
of the world did so once again in 1945 and the few years following. It is some help in
thinking about it just to register that degree of iteration. Questions which come round
three times with that degree of urgency over the course of a century do not do so by
accident or because they have been formatted with insufficient scholastic precision.
They cannot be questions just about a concept, a category, or an idea. In political
contexts that is always in part because they’re never questions just about what will or
may or should happen but also questions about what to do. Concepts, categories or
ideas cannot tell you what will or may happen and most certainly therefore cannot ever

tell you what to do.
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Democracy in current speech is three quite different things. It is a word or that word’s
translations into different languages, it is a motley miscellany of loosely associated
ideas, few of them especially clear and some in sharp tensions with others, and it is a
wide range of regimes and subordinate institutions across the world which purport to
embody some subset of them and draw their sometimes highly coercive legitimacy from
doing so. My question manifestly is not question about a word, neither is it a question

about a word’s allure or the blandishments somehow felt to lurk within it.
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For purposes of clarity or epistemic validation that is a major misfortune. The history of
democracy as a word has as much determinacy as the history of any element of human
experience and it can be known about on a large scale and without a trace of illusion.
By now there is a vast amount of it and a great deal of unmistakable historical
significance has happened through it. A modest proportion of it is even beginning to be

reliably known.
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The same is emphatically not true about the miscellany of ideas it has expressed along
the way and helped to carry with it by doing so in its passage through space and time.
You can conceive why that must be so from many different points of view, none of which
hold intrinsic authority. The easiest way to do so is through Plato’s dazzling metaphor. If
Ideas do have a Form most human beings manifestly lack the capacity to discern it and
it is therefore impracticable in principle to validate it for them by epistemic means. For
almost all of them it can be validated, if at all, only by human authority and they can

never know the claims of that authority to be justified. Authority taken on trust is no
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authority at all. It is simply trust itself; and trust, whether it proves well or ill founded on

the basis of subsequent experience is politics all the way down.
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Anyone can try to clarify ideas for themselves, and some are distinctly better at
convincing others of the cogency of their renderings. But cogency between human
beings is more a matter of rhetoric (capacity to persuade through the use of language)
than it can be a matter of demonstration (capacity to prove through logic). So Hobbes’s
great hope failed and none of us can sanely hope to succeed where neither Plato nor

he could see how to. So we are left with the dense fog of politics itself, and the words
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and the always hazier ideas which swirl through it. There is no reason to suppose that
either Plato or Hobbes was cleverer than any other human beings who have tried to
think clearly about democracy, so we certainly cannot know that there have not been
others who did conceive democracy equally or more clearly than either; but what we
can be confident is that if any did they could not and did not learn how to transfer that
clarity intact to anyone else, still less to hand it on to any of us. In that respect at least
the fog is just going to stick with us and do so almost certainly for as long as any of us
remain. Could artificial intelligence do better? Who knows? But even if it could, it is

profoundly implausible that it would choose to. Why should it bother?
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So what resources do we have to judge whether democracy can be rehabilitated? We
can be fairly confident that it will not soon vanish from political speech, but it might linger
on, even loom on all too prominently in menacingly Orwellian boasts, as favoured title
for regimes and those regimes might perhaps still stage elections, as Vladimir Putin still
does, even elections in which the victor, as the Nicaraguan dictator Anastasio Somoza
is reputed at one point to have told the losers once the electoral results were
announced (presumably in private)” “You won the voting, but | won the counting., and
as happened with equal brazenness if rather less swagger recently in Venezuela.
Nothing we know about human beings suggests that such regimes could be anything
but a menace for most of their subjects over time. It is not as an item of vocabulary that

democracy today stands in need of rehabilitation.
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Where it rather plainly now does is as the form of representative democracy which took
root in and emanated from the west from the nineteenth century onwards. In the
judgment of many subijects to it across the world the consequences of that form of
regime in action have been increasingly unsatisfactory now for quite some time. How far
has that been a consequence of the form of regime itself? How far has it been a
consequence of changes independent of that form but clearly deleterious to its
functioning? How far can it hope to mitigate the damage inflicted by those changes or
devise new practices to enhance the lives of its citizens? No one knows the answer to

all those questions, and | cannot claim to be able to answer any conclusively. But | do
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think it is possible to clarify how far they really are questions about the regime form itself
and the claim which constitutes it and which it therefore cannot surrender if it is to be in

any clear sense a democracy at all.
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Far the biggest resource for judging that is the history of regimes which came to identify
themselves with and through it and made at least some discernible attempt to shape at
least some of their governing institutions to realise an interpretation of its requirements.

None did so because they presupposed democracy to be the name of the good society,
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the good economy or even the uniquely good political order.
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That is not an accident. The Greek word democratia did not enter the history of political
speech as the name of any kind of good. It did so as a description of something which
had just happened - a modest widening in political entitlement and consequent power
within a particular political community. As it happened for the community in question
where we know enough to understand some of the consequences the change proved
quite successful for quite a long time. Its successes and failures prompted some
powerful thinking which survived the eventual collapse of the regime by military
conquest. Much of the thinking was more critical than supportive of the regime form, but
enough was sufficiently balanced and illuminating about its potential benefits in the right
contexts to equip it to re-enter active political speech very much later in settings where

those advantages could be thought to apply.
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None of those reappearances, for well over two thousand years, was on the scale of the
structures of political power and presumptive authority of a modern territorial state.
From at least 1787 onwards, if not initially as a regime name itself, the term became
increasingly prominent in analyses of institutional design and the basis of political
authorisation. The Constitution of the United States did not describe it as a democracy
but that was quite soon how its all male statesmen and citizenry came to speak and
think of it. The countries of Europe, at varying speeds and with uneven enthusiasm,
emulated them, and in due course substantial parts of other continents followed in their
wake. It was not until very recently that anyone came to view it as the unique form of a
good or just society or the sole candidate for real political authorisation. In Europe and

its diasporas the quite distinct category of representation had a far more protracted and
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institutionally much denser history of its own, so it was in conflicts over the felicity of
those institutional forms and the force of claims made for them and over them that most
historical political action of the category of democracy has occurred. As an inevitable
result democracy as a category has done considerably more to accentuate political

confusion than to elicit political clarity.
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One reason for this is the scope of what it now needs to make clear. Another is the
complexity and opacity which that scope ensures. The central category for imposing

clarity upon this is the category of the state.
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The modern conception of a state began as an argument against rebellion. That
argument naturally varied in strength with what, in the setting in question, there was to
rebel against. The core of the argument was the decisive priority in living with other
people over time of the need for protection against physical harm and access to the
means for life. It was the steady force of that argument which has turned the state into
the clearest and most consequential format for human life across the globe. It was
devised and advanced most confidently in favour of reigning monarchs, by far the most
numerous rulers operating at the time. But it was acknowledged even then by its
greatest champion to hold just as securely for a reigning aristocracy and for any
democracy formatted to be able to rule, even at the limit implicitly for the English House
of Commons, then as now putatively chosen by the People. Since the year 1651
monarchs have largely dropped away, though personal rule has singularly failed to

accompany them. The category of aristocracy has come to seem absurd as well as
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gratuitously offensive, and the question of how to render and keep a state democratic
has become the main focus of ideological conflict across the world. But that focus has
always been quite arbitrary from many other points of view, not least that of the great
world religions, let alone their far more numerous localised counterparts and rivals. In
the event no world religion came to dominate the world as a whole, though in at least
two cases scarcely from want of trying. Their sole serious secular rival thus far,
Socialism, never found territorial limits in which to settle comfortably and failed utterly to
create the World Socialist System which it optimistically invoked. Its greatest living
residue, the People’s Republic of China now makes the strongest boast for its global
historical achievement through its brusque self-assessment: China: Democracy That
Works. The polemical point of that formulation is signalled by its antithesis - the western
model of representative democracy - democracy which ever more plainly at present
does not. The boast itself is in some ways specious. A lot in China, as everywhere else,
clearly does not work at all well, rapidly draining water tables, levels of pollution and
their impact already on the health of its population, the latter’s rapid aging, the
plummeting numbers of them still of working age or eager to have children, its
Government’s style of dealing with its critics or individual rivals within it. But no one who

has set eyes recently on Shanghai or Beijing could see the boast itself as idle.
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The idea that a society has a common interest is indeterminate in theory and always
intensely contentious in practice, but it is neither vacuous nor inconsequential. There
has never been a human community of any scale all of whose members fully agreed on
the interests they held in common; and it could scarcely be for anyone from the outside
to assess most of these for them (health might be an important exception, and
economic policy a more divisive and disputable contender). But such differences in
judgment in any state are dwarfed by the evident and devastating conflicts of interest
between their citizens. Those conflicts issue relentlessly from the property systems
which configure their individual life chances and flow through continuously to the
settings which shape their imaginations, their identities and their conceptions of the lives
that may be open to them. Seen as a definite fact about the historical world the idea that
the citizens of any state could share a clear common interest is absurd. Yet vague in
outline though it may be and certainly will always prove, it is also a necessary
presupposition for the view that they all belong together by right to the same state and

should not reallocate themselves promptly instead with as little harm as possible to one
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or more other states, pre-existing or founded anew, The fit between territory and
population is one which the state as a category presupposes and consecrates, but it is
one which it can do nothing to legitimate. Insofar as states fail to vindicate a claim to
serve interests held in common, they imply a right of secession and re-accession for

every citizen or group of citizens to whom that vindication fails.
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Problems of political choice always run through a division of political labour, whether
organised institutionally, asserted and articulated through law, or sustained principally
through habit, chicanery, or skill. The most to hope for from that division at this point is
that it format the choices we need to make on the best understanding we can muster
between us of what is now at stake in them. The purpose of that understanding then is
to direct the actions of the state, cast as Emile Durkheim conceived it as the mind of
society: what must in the end pool, analyse and organise its distributed understanding
in order to act effectively for it in a wide variety of ways. That can never simply be a
matter of appearances. Where the state in question happens to be a representative
democracy the case for the felicity of its being so requires that it be an engineered

outcome, not just an ideological fantasy or fiction.
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As an ideal, representative democracy presupposes a hydraulic model in which
economic, social and political comprehension flows unobstructedly upward from and
downward to every adult member of the population without being contaminated or
poisoned at any point en route. But any such model abstracts from the fact that the
reality it refers to also consists of choices every inch of the way and these will frequently
be largely choices to impede, deform, or contaminate the information they elect to pass
on. We still have no realistic model of how those two realities reshape one another as
they do all the time and we also have a pronounced reluctance to acknowledge that
they must. The historical success of representative democracy as a political formula lay
in the degree to which it managed to finesse this fundamental confusion. That at least it

plainly can no longer do as effectively as it plausibly once contrived to. What has
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incapacitated it to execute that task. What could offset that incapacity or equip some
other historically possible regime to perform it more adroitly and with correspondingly

greater assurance?
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The most formidable impediment to state action in the interest of the majority of any

population has always been concentrated economic power. That has been recognised

31



—MUEIEAN  HHE

by European thinkers since the seventeenth century and studied closely now for over a
century and a half. Its variations over time and space are by now quite well understood.
Where it has been seriously compressed without catastrophic falls in collective safety
and prosperity it has usually been so through conscious and reasonably free political
choice. For whatever reasons that choice has been reversed over much of the world by
now for quite a long time and it is still in most settings continuing to be, quite often by
equally free political choice. Distinctly, but clearly by now reinforcing that reversal, the
flow of information to most of the population has been re-channelled drastically by a tiny
number of extraordinarily rich privately owned corporations, all located either in the
United States or in China. In China that re-channelling has always been constrained
and is by now effectively determined by the structure of its party state, leaving vastly
more power for better and worse in the hands of the country’s rulers than in any other

state in the world.
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Up to this point | have been considering the capacities of democracy to serve the
interests of its citizens within the framework of a single nationally independent political
community, as we now say, a sovereign state. But of course, those capacities have
never depended solely on patterns of interaction and structures of power internal to any
particular state. Since at least the sixteenth century for the societies which in due
course invented the idea of representative democracy. They have depended
increasingly also on a global structure of ownership, production and exchange. That
structure is both profoundly opaque, highly unstable, and often very fluid. It reconfigures
itself constantly in ways which are politically accountable to no one and nothing, so it is
never fully clear how far it does constrain the political agency of any particular
population. Again distinctly but sometimes to a devastating degree that reconfiguration

takes the form of enormous wars. In these, unsurprisingly, the primary responsibility of
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the state is often one it can no longer perform and the ruin which the wars leave behind
them comes close to destroying the society which it exists to protect. Domestically the
state has a clear rationale and at least some chance of efficacy in itself. But no stat his

strong enough to protect itself on its own and against the rest of the world.
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At its Greek origin democracy was a structure for the men who fought on land and sea
to defend it in its incessant wars to choose when and how they were prepared to do so.
In the city republics of Renaissance lItaly, the choice between citizen militia and foreign
mercenaries could become the choice between living in freedom or submitting to rule by
a Prince. In seventeenth and eighteenth century Britain the militia was still viewed by
some as the key guarantee against despotic rule. Even today the Israel Defence Force
in all its purposeful menace is close to being a nation in arms. But it has not turned out
to be true that the degree to which a population is armed or disarmed makes a clear
difference to how or how well it will be governed. If the primary task of a state is to keep
its citizens safe within its own borders that task is clearly not assisted today by arming
the people. The United States is not just the most heavily armed state in the world; it
also has the most heavily armed citizenry within the confines of the law. As a direct
result its citizens have a chance of being shot by one another accidentally or on
purpose, in the kitchen, the school or the shopping mall, and at any age beyond infancy,
which is unequalled elsewhere on earth. Since the geopolitical position of the United
States has nothing in common with that of ancient Athens or contemporary Israel, the
self-armament of the People clearly does them far more harm than good and makes no
contribution whatsoever to enhancing their external security. The combination of its
immense military power, the continued productivity of its domestic economy, and its
sheer distance from any powerful hostile power make it safer from foreign enemies than

anywhere else on earth. The Al Qaeda demolition of the Twin Towers proved that not
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even those advantages could render it immune to danger; and no human population
could be wholly safe once thermonuclear weapons had been invented and deployed
across the world. Whilst there is life there is danger, but the People of the United States,
despite the havoc they have wreaked across so much of the rest of the world are safer
from external danger than the citizens of the Swiss Cantons or the residents of Monte

Carlo.
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Elsewhere, however, in Europe, Asia, and Australasia, as in this country itself,
representative democracies really have become far less safe because of the sharpened
hostility, rising military power and intensifying sabotage and subversion of their
ideological rivals. Thus far this is more a frontier of increased vulnerability than an
accumulation of practical damage; but that balance may easily shift for the worse and is
most unlikely to do so or the better for some time to come. It has already forced the
diversion of revenue which might otherwise have done something to placate their less
fortunate and more dependent citizens. So far representative democracy’s deteriorating
appeal as a model remains predominantly endogenous, a consequence of its own
workings. But it already has enemies assiduously working to harm it from the outside

and they are quite likely in the future to have more success in doing so.
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That deterioration, as | have tried to show, has two main sources, its faltering capacity
to persuade its own citizens that they are being governed to their own clear advantage
and the latters’ seriously impaired capacity to understand why their own prospects are
deteriorating as they appear to be. The first has been mainly because they have not in
fact been governed for some time to their own clear advantage, whether because the
techniques of government economic policy have simply worked less well or because the
rebalancing between productive and financial wealth, determinedly reinforced in the

United States by its changing tax structure, necessarily carried that consequence.
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There are two weighty reasons for pessimism. One which | have already mentioned is
the impact of new modes and practices of communication on the ways in which we
relate to one another, learn about the world, shape our capacity to think and transform
our inclination to try to so. The net effect of all these at this point is overwhelmingly
dismaying. In itself it is incapacitating our capacities to understand, depleting our
capacity to relate to one another, and making us cumulatively more anxious and more
miserable than the external circumstances of our lives give us grounds for being. The
single mechanism which is driving this accelerating deluge of harm is the monetisation
of attention and the barely imaginable scale and concentration of wealth which it has
enabled. The stakes in that accumulation and the power those stakes can now deploy

have created a titanic new menace to the very idea of democracy which even those who
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have done most to organise it cannot have envisaged at the outset and no one at all at
any point has been in a position to imagine in its totality. By now it is all too easy to see
how harmful it has proved and there is still ample room to try to limit this by one means
or other. In any democracy with a residual claim to be representative it should not be

hard to forge and sustain a coalition to set about that task with extreme urgency.
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Ultimately the political element of that task is less novel than it seems, just a new, more
intimate and vaster instance of the challenge always posed by concentration of wealth.
But the intimacy really is new. It attacks citizens at the core of their being and we do not
know how far they retain the capacity collectively to fight back. To regulate these giant
companies effectively enough for citizens to recover their capacity to understand the
world will be a heroic challenge and it would not be surprising if we prove unable to rise
to it. It may just be technically impossible, but we will certainly never learn that unless
we try to do so. The challenge falls most brutally to the citizens of the United States, the
domicile of the key companies and at present their determined if capricious protector.
The stakes in meeting it are the possibility of democracy itself, a citizenry that has

recovered the capacity to keep itself free.
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The second reason for pessimism is entirely different and may seem more theoretical
than practical. It is the relation between any form of regime and time itself.
Representative democracy is only a quarter of a millennium old, far far younger than
monarchy, tyranny, aristocracy or even unabashed oligarchy. Within its two and a half
centuries it was quite slow to get to most of the continents it has now reached and
unable at first once it had done so to persist for long outside the United States. It is
historically unsurprising that any regime should fail after a quarter of a millennium, as it
may just be failing now. There are innumerable reasons why a regime may fail, since
time is more their enemy than it can hope to prove their friend. Tradition, effectively
pride in habit, is a resource for those who are trying to govern only if the pride persists
and the habits continue to work. When the former wilts and the habits become

unsustainable, the regime becomes acutely vulnerable and is quite likely to fall.

42



—MUEIEAN  HHE

Unfortunately, and perhaps despite Max Weber, much the same is true of legal
rationality and even Weber recognised that charisma where it condescends to appear
can only hope to be a wasting asset. The United States for at least a substantial
proportion off its white inhabitants has enjoyed a fair measure of both legal and
traditional legitimacy over its lengthy lifetime; but both are very much in the balance now

and charisma, in a peculiarly unenticing form, is on the wrong side of the balance.
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Quite few political agents prioritise the preservation of the regime at all consistently over
the opportunities it affords them to press their own personal agendas. All political
regimes are gamed vigorously from the outset and with growing awareness of their
causal susceptibilities over time. There is no reason to expect any to last for ever. As
the Irish playwright Bernard Shaw classically observed "Rome fell. Babylon fell.

Hindhead’s turn will come.”
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As | confessed at the outset would prove to be the case I still cannot tell you if
democracy can be resuscitated either in your country or anywhere else. Nor, | am

afraid, can any of you.
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That matters greatly in this country now as it does in my own because for several
decades in each their governments have plainly been failing. They have not failed in
quite the same way and between them by now they have failed for many different
reasons. But one important reason for failure they have had in common, it has become
increasingly clear, has been that the basis on which their citizens have chosen them to
govern has been the queasy relation between the demands they have pressed upon
them and the resources they have been willing to offer from which to meet those
demands. If you ask for too much and offer too little from which to provide it, the
outcome is bound to prove discouraging. Unlike fish which supposedly rot from the
head, democracies unfortunately, as Plato warned, can often rot from the feet too.
What | hope | have by now convinced you is that we all have a huge stake in whether
democracy can be rehabilitated because the predicament human beings have made for

themselves across the world is now so very dire. It has not become so mainly because
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of their political failures and wrongdoings but because of the appalling damage inflicted
by their cumulative consumption and what they produced to make that consumption
possible. Each of its citizens, one by one, might have made far less destructive choices
all along the line but until very recently almost none of them had any idea what they
were doing and that was why they chose as heedlessly as they did. Now they cannot
even begin to slow the pace of catastrophe except by cooperating closely and cleverly
together, still less to halt this avalanche of destruction, let alone begin to reverse the
damage it continues to cause. The challenge to their political capacities - the capacities
to live and act together for the better in each other’s enforced company - is terrifyingly
greater than any they have ever faced before. But it is also true, viewed from another
angle, that the incentive at least to try to do so is hugely greater than it has ever been

before.
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Unfortunately, that angle is completely impersonal, whilst from the personal angle from

which we all necessarily live our lives and choose how to act the incentives to denial
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remain vertiginously high and the practical challenges of cooperating even on the scale

of an individual state all but insoluble.
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Denial effectively blocks any incentive to try and politics in any format at all is riddled
with perverse incentives all the way through. Even if every individual in the world deeply
wished to secure a long future for their own species and wished so profoundly enough
to give that effort priority over all the amenities and commitments of their own lives they

would still disagree sharply and pretty self-righteously over how best to set about doing
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A large proportion of the damage people cause in politics, whilst they do intentionally,
they do not do deliberately. They do not do it in order to cause the damage their actions
in fact inflict. Self-evidently this is comprehensively the case with the damage done by
climate change and the actions which have brought it about. Very little of what we do in
our lives today is guaranteed not to accentuate that damage, but the very worst of us
has never fully imagined, let alone intended, anything of the kind. When David Hume
jauntily asserted that

"It is not contrary to Reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the pricking
of my finger.” he thought he was making a novel philosophical point in an arresting
manner. He did not think he was declaring himself a psychopath or inciting others to join

him in an ultimate depravity.
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Insofar as denial is compulsive it must cause harm wherever it figures within the division
of political labour and the challenge of limiting that harm must be distributed accordingly.
Representative democracy as it currently operates across the world has been failing
that challenge badly, but autocracy across the world, if anything, has usually been
failing it even worse and that is scarcely an accident. As a division of political labour
autocracy now holds the place historically occupied by dynastic monarchy and does so
wherever divine right has been laughed off stage and dynastic succession come to
seem absurd. Quite late in its historical career, though considerably earlier in China at
least, the idea that enlightenment might optimise the advantages of monarchy and even
mitigate some of its vulnerabilities enjoyed for a time a degree of plausibility. One
person might be enlightened by happy accident, but you cannot reasonably hope to
enlighten a whole people even by the happiest of all possible accidents and there is
room for doubt whether the idea itself is not simply incoherent. Enlightenment is not just
a matter of functional skills, of literacy and numeracy even of a high order. It is above all

a matter of comprehension, the distributed capacity to understand.
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In that perspective enlightened autocracy may well seem the best hope for mankind and
the People’s Republic of China, for all its deformities, the least implausible embodiment
of it. But those deformities are certain to limit even its enlightenment. The varieties of
autocracy which will be on offer wherever the rest of the world has the opportunity to
take them up will be without exception the reverse of enlightened - instrumentally and

compulsively bound to the extremes of obscurantism, Darkness as a full on fideist
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commitment, deliberate self-blinding as a navigational strategy. Move fast, break lots,
and never pause to inspect the wreckage.

Representative democracy has recently proved itself a poor structure for collective
enlightenment, but the case for it depends on its at least not precluding that, its being
still open to making the attempt and responding to what it can contrive to learn. The
most optimistic vision of democracy in action has always seen it as an opportunity for
collective self-education on the content of shared goods and the means to achieve
them. If that is scarcely a realist picture of what it has ever been, at least it is an image
of the right shape. It is too late to ask who will educate the educators. At this point we
must educate ourselves together and heed the lessons of that education or we must
and will die - not just each of us one by one as we were always fated to do, but soon

enough all of us and for ever.
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