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INTRODUCTION

2024 will be remembered as the year of elections: over half of the global adult population will exercise the right to vote in dozens of states. Nothing should be more thrilling than the freedom to choose one’s leaders and claim a stake in a country’s future. The ability to vote, however, is not always a true exercise in democracy. For some an election brings new hope, historic progress and the expansion of hard-fought rights. For others, as Margaret Atwood warns, an election can be a sham exercise, organised by those who have overthrown basic democratic principles or are seeking power in order to undermine freedom. And so 2024 will be a test of democracy as much as a celebration.

The decades following the fall of the Berlin Wall marked an extraordinary ascent of democracy, of the rule of law and the institutional framework that protects the rights of citizens, the consequences of which are explored here by Erica Benner and Vjosa Osmani. These gains have been challenged in more recent years, as popular grievances – economic, social and political – have been exploited by politicians to claim illiberal democracy or even autocracy as better forms of government. In survey after survey researchers have found that indicators of democracy have been in decline in the past decade. Faith in democracy has eroded too, along with trust in institutions, particularly among younger voters – although, as Elif Shafak writes, it is vital that we continue to believe.

Democracy cannot be limited to a campaign, a vote, a victory speech. Nor can it be taken for granted. Its institutions need to be nurtured but also reformed to maintain the trust of voters, and to persuade younger generations of its virtue – or, so Adela Raz argues, it is doomed to failure. Those of us who are fortunate enough to live in a democracy should not remain mere observers, but also become participants in promoting and reinforcing the idea and the practice of democracy.

In that spirit, the Financial Times and Profile Books have commissioned writers from around the world to express what democracy means to them. The writers we chose are women, in part to highlight that democracy has yet to fulfil its promise and its potential. When democracy is threatened, women suffer disproportionately. Women also remain under-represented nearly everywhere in institutions of democracy, while often being targeted for abuse when they are visible. At any moment in time, the share of countries where the most powerful leader is a woman has never risen above 10 per cent. At the current rate, gender equality in the highest positions of power will not be reached for another 130 years.

The writers for this book share both their personal and professional perspectives: as politicians, comedians, poets, novelists, academics and journalists. Mary Beard explores the origins of democracy, and why we often fail to grasp the reality of the past. Lola Shoneyin writes about what happens when democracy disappears – or is overthrown. Yuan Yang asks what role community and the freedom to work together play in a democracy.

Their aim is to provoke us to think emotionally and intellectually about the fragility of democracy and how very different the outlook is depending on your vantage point. Whether it is Aditi Mittal and Kaja Kallas writing about the need to defend and protect fragile democracies against those who wish them harm, or Lea Ypi exhorting us to think more deeply about what freedom is and what it means, these eleven extraordinary women share their perspectives on the most important political idea the world has ever known.

Roula Khalaf, Editor, Financial Times, and Juliet Riddell, Head of New Formats, Financial Times





TERRA INCOGNITA

Elif Shafak

Imagine you are on a train that is moving at breakneck speed. The landscape outside the windows keeps shifting, giving you little time to absorb the experience. Together you and I and our fellow passengers are all moving through unmapped territories. The destination is unknown: the old world is no more and we have collectively entered terra incognita.

This is a strange time to be alive, but more than that, it is a frightening time. Ours is the age of angst – an existential anxiety and mental fatigue that underlines the rhythm of everyday life, a perplexity like we have never known before and, frankly, are not quite ready to either acknowledge or understand. Faced with challenges of gargantuan and global proportions we feel small, even insignificant. We are beset with existential questions and challenges that have no easy answers:

‘Climate crisis is a massive problem and I am just one person – what can I possibly do to stop it?’

‘Growing poverty and inequality make me sad, but there is barely anything I can do about it.’

‘Wars are terrible but there is not a single thing I can do or say to prevent them from happening.’

… and so on. We feel not only small and insignificant but also uncertain and unsafe. Like passengers on a packed and hurtling train we look around for a handle nearby to hold on tight, an easy, albeit illusory, sense of stability and continuity.

And sometimes, on impulse, we clutch on to demagoguery and propaganda simply because they seem to promise to provide us precisely that: safety and stability. But the train keeps accelerating, the noise becomes deafening, only now, instead of being fellow travellers, your companions seem like something else: threats, infiltrators, competitors. You paid for your ticket – but did the person sitting next to you? What if there aren’t enough seats for everyone? The more we look around with suspicion, the more we feel certain that there aren’t seats for everyone, and some, therefore, ought not to be here. No train can carry all, we reason with ourselves. Some must be abandoned in terra incognita.

Humanity is in multiple crises at once – environmental, political, social, but also linguistic. Words have become increasingly contested. Words are used like weapons, hurled from different corners of the internet without a care as to how much they can hurt or what the consequences are. Irrational as it may be, social media has become such an inextricable part of our existence that we are almost ready to believe that there was never a time when we did not have it at our fingertips. We cannot possibly imagine life – here or anywhere – without our mobile phones.

But we must remember, and remind each other, that the World Wide Web became available to the broader public only a few decades ago, in the 1990s. That is a mere speck of time in the great span of history, which makes its power all the more remarkable – let alone the disruption it has already caused and the havoc it has wrought on our mental well-being, as well as the danger it increasingly poses to the future of our democracies. I am not claiming that everything about social media is dreadful or destructive: it has opened up conversations to people who, historically, have not been invited to the table. It has allowed protestors and activists to share information and challenge orthodoxies. It has linked communities of people together. But the speed of change in digital technologies is way faster than the pace of our cognitive processes, and much, much faster than our legal, cultural and political systems, leaving a widening gap between where technology is heading and where we try to stand right now.

We need to step outside the machine in order to comprehend how it is working and where it is failing us. And we need to reconnect with three things urgently: with ourselves (a mental or spiritual connection), with each other (a social, cultural and political connection) and with nature (an environmental connection).

Nature is a generous teacher, if we can only manage to slow down and listen to what it is saying. While the human internet is just a few decades old, the ‘fungal internet’ has been around for millions and millions of years. And unlike us, trees have managed to use their interconnectivity in a positive and constructive way. The mycorrhizal network in ancient woodlands has been operating well before the dawn of civilisation with extraordinary complexity, enabling plants to communicate and send each other vital messages. These feedback loops are of stunning complexity, allowing natural ecosystems to continue in equilibrium for aeons. But like many fascinating facts about nature, this, too, we have failed to notice, let alone appreciate.

Democracy, too, is a delicate ecosystem – of checks and balances, rights and needs, power and accountability. It requires a healthy, functioning environment and a diverse community of interacting organisms. This means that each and every one of us contributes to the broader ecosystem. We are neither small nor insignificant. But nor are we superior or above. Rather than atomised individuals, separate travellers on selfish journeys, we are part of the larger circle of life. Our voices matter. Stories bring us together. Silences keep us apart.

The ballot box in itself is not enough to render a system a democracy. For a true democracy to survive and thrive there has to be the rule of law, separation of powers, free media, independent academia, women’s rights, LGBTQ rights, minority rights and so on. If all these components are damaged or broken, elections will only lead to majoritarianism. And from populist majoritarianism to authoritarianism it is a swift fall.

The vast networks that link trees together remind us that we are all interconnected. Our lives and stories, our joys and sufferings are interlinked. Apathy will only make the crisis more acute. Apathy and numbness, the moment we stop caring about what is happening here, there, elsewhere.

Arboreal studies might also inspire us to think of identity in a new and radical way: identity not as a singular or static entity, but as something more fluid, as in multiple belongings – or concentric circles inside a tree. I can have a deep attachment to a place or my ancestral heritage or even an ethnicity or nationality and so on, but at the same time be cognisant of the fact that I am a member of the human race, a citizen of humanity. It is possible to be from ‘here’ and at the same time from elsewhere and everywhere. It is possible to carry multiple layers of identity within ourselves. Populist demagoguery wants to divide everything into polarities of ‘us’ and ‘them’ – but precisely for that reason it is worth defending multiplicity and pluralism in the age of existential angst. In this way, we can begin to see the terra incognita we find ourselves in – the frightening world of new uncertainties and unknown threats – as something shared and thus more familiar: a journey we are on together, where our survival depends on our ability to recognise one another as human.

Elif Shafak is an award-winning British-Turkish novelist and storyteller. She has published twenty books, and her work has been translated into fifty-seven languages; her novel 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in This Strange World was shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 2021. A vice president of the Royal Society of Literature, Shafak holds a PhD in political science, and has taught at various universities in Turkey, the US and the UK. In 2020, Shafak was awarded the Halldór Laxness International Literature Prize for her contribution to ‘the renewal of the art of storytelling’, and in 2021 she was chosen among the BBC’s 100 most inspiring and influential women.





US AND THEM

Mary Beard

The ‘one man, one vote’ system of popular government – and I mean one man quite literally – which took shape in Athens from the sixth through to the fifth century BCE is now almost always seen as one of the ancient world’s bright spots. And there is much about it to admire. It was not just a system of direct democracy, in which all the city’s major decisions were taken by a popular vote of the citizens. It was also one in which the political structures ensured that the rich elite – the Old Etonians of the Athenian world – should not be able to dominate the political process, or what we might call the executive. So, for example, seats on the city council and most of the annual officials were selected randomly by lot.

Part of our idealised image of the Athenian political scene comes from its art and culture – which is often assumed to have flourished in Athens precisely because it was a democracy. Of course, the principle that good government makes good art is a very dodgy one, but it’s a point that has often been made in reference to Athens. In 1992–3 an exhibition in Washington, DC of fifth-century BCE Greek art was built around exactly this idea. As if to underline it, there was an introduction in the exhibition catalogue written by George Bush Snr, then towards the end of his term as president of the United States, offering his appreciation of Athenian democracy and its heritage in the West: ‘It is my hope that each visitor to this exhibit will gain not only a deeper appreciation of ancient Greek sculpture but also a renewed sense of gratitude for our shared democratic heritage.’

This admiration of Greek, by which we really mean Athenian, democracy has not by any means always been the rule. In fact, it has only been widespread for a couple of centuries, or less. Before the early nineteenth century you would have struggled to find anywhere in the West that admired the principle of universal male suffrage (at no point did women figure in these debates). It was the moderate quasi-democracy of the Roman republic that seemed a more judicious model, which is why Washington has a Capitol Hill and a Senate and so forth. The founding fathers of American democracy saw themselves in a Roman, not a Greek, light. But it is now Athenian democracy (rather than anything Roman) that we see as the foundation of our political family tree – an idea that Bush was exploiting. There are some good things about that, but not in the model of straightforward admiration; for engaging with this early political system of demokratia (‘people power’) can undermine some of our sloppy certainties about how the power of the people really works.

Thinking harder about ancient Athenian discussions of democracy can challenge the limitations of our own interpretations of democracy – which tend to reduce the democratic process to not much more than voting. It’s a reduction captured in the kind of self-congratulatory press photographs that sometimes decorate the front pages of British newspapers, showing off (for example) an Afghan woman in a burka putting a voting paper into a ballot box. I do not for a minute want to deny that this kind of image can be uplifting. But the Athenian debates remind us that there is a lot more to democracy than voting. Athenian writers, critics and analysts rightly focused on the question of how people decided what to vote for, what reliable information they had on which to base that vote, and who persuaded them to vote which way, and by what means, legitimate or otherwise. The quality of information available, and the process of decision-making, were just as important as the act of voting itself.

It is worth noting that the Athenians were quite happy to vote on the same issue twice in quick succession (something about which modern democracies are often anxious). There is a classic case of this in 427 BCE, when the town of Mytilene on the island of Lesbos tried to break away from what was then an Athenian empire. In retribution the Athenian assembly came together and voted to kill all the adult men, and to enslave the women and children. The next morning they woke up and thought (and we all recognise the feeling), ‘Oh gods, what have we done?’ So they convened another assembly and voted instantly to overturn their first decision. Luckily the ship that had been dispatched to carry out Decision Number One was going so slowly (and reluctantly) that the second ship carrying Decision Number Two easily overtook it and was able to save the day. There may be reasons bad and good for having a second referendum on a contentious political topic (as the UK wondered over Brexit) – but there is no prohibition on changing your mind that is written into the deep history of democracy.

The admiration of Athenian democracy, however, comes at the cost of numerous blind spots in modern discussions of it, and in its modern popular representations. In order to find a reassuring, ancient, democratic ancestor for our own societies, we have to choose not to see quite a lot about ancient Athens, and about ourselves. For me, that was one of the lessons of the Washington exhibition in the 1990s. It exposed our investment in classical Athens as the ‘world’s first democracy’ as one of the worst of those self-serving misrepresentations promoted by ‘Western civilisation’. True, it was the first political system to call itself a democracy, that’s for sure: demokratia is a Greek word, and that’s why it was the first demokratia. But there were other political systems of a similar political stripe operating in different parts of the West (and beyond) before the age of Athenian democracy: we simply know so little about any of them.

We should do well to remember that inventing the word ‘democracy’ – which the Athenians certainly did – is a very different thing from inventing democratic practice, which they almost certainly did not. We know, for instance, that there were very early egalitarian and participatory political traditions in parts of the East that were effectively democratic from at least the time of the Athenian democracy, even though we don’t call them or recognise them as such. But even if we stick to a Greek version of democracy, there is a lot that in our casual discussions of that system (on television programmes and so forth) simply gets brushed out in order to preserve the slightly gooey, virtuous image of Athenian democracy that we want as our ancestor.

It is not often pointed out, for example, that of the thousand or so independent cities in the classical Greek world, only a minority were called, or called themselves, democratic. That minority amounted to under a hundred that we know of for certain, though probably there were a few more. The best-known was of course Athens. But, strikingly, even here almost all the evidence in ancient literature discussing its democracy ‘from the inside’ comes from well-heeled writers who were virulently, or mildly, opposed to democracy as a system. They saw it as a recipe for bad decision making, and for what people in the nineteenth century used to call ‘mob rule’. So, as far as we can see, democracy wasn’t a prized possession, loved by all: elites were, as they are now in many parts of the world, suspicious of it. Even in the supposed glory days of fifth-century Athens, democracy was always deeply contested and it was anything but gooey: there were coups, attempted counter-coups, political assassinations, and there was a lively (to put it mildly) oligarchic political opposition who supported the rule of the few, the oligoi, rather than of the people as a whole. And they would have been quite happy to betray the city to its great enemies, the Persians, if they could have got rid of democracy in the process.

So dominant was the opposition in the contemporary written record that we actually have no intellectual manifesto for ancient Athenian democracy at all. Instead, we have to reconstruct what the democrats thought they were doing by looking at what those opponents said – as well as what the institutions seem to suggest were its underlying principles. Athenian democracy is not only a very hazy, hard-to-reach bit of ideology, but its working is also much more ragged at the edges, and a bit less glorious, than the rosy-tinted image of popular culture, art and films suggests.

First of all, the number of Athenian citizens in this democracy is small. The exact figures are an academic battleground, but it would not be controversial to say that the total number of male citizens in the mid-fifth century BCE was in the range of 30–40,000. It’s easy to have a democracy when you’re this size (it’s the equivalent of a large university student union now). But even then they were worried, like we are worried, about low turnouts. It seems that a combination of various forms of compulsion was used to ensure that people attended the voting assemblies, and eventually pay was used as a reward for doing so. That was what was needed, it appears, to get the average Athenian participating in this active direct democracy on a regular basis. But despite all this participation, in terms of social mobility, it was actually very rare for an ordinary bloke (leaving aside the women) ever to reach a position of real influence in the city. It should be no surprise that it was overwhelmingly rich men, from elite families, who competed for the few elected offices there were (rather than the majority selected by lot), and they looked down their nose at any other people who attempted to be the leaders of the community, as if they were interlopers. The comic dramas of the fifth century BCE are full of snide and appallingly snobbish jokes about the nouveaux riches who tried to break into politics. If you read the playwright Aristophanes, it makes the Bullingdon or the Garrick Club look tame.

And then of course there were the big exclusions. So far I have only alluded gently to the fact that there were no women in this political boys’ club. Women could not vote in ancient Athens and so were not part of the citizen body in this way. Nor of course could any slaves, of which there were thousands in Athens. In fact, slavery and enslaved people have an integral role to play here: for another uncomfortable fact that we tend to ignore is that in Athens – and to some extent in Rome too – slavery went ideologically hand in hand with the democratic rights of the free citizen.

The ancient world was full of a whole mosaic of various forms of non-free or not-entirely-free statuses going back as far as we can see, perhaps even to the beginning of humanity itself. People, for example, who had fallen into debt became bondsmen dependent on their creditors. But the key feature came to be so-called ‘chattel slavery’, in which the enslaved person became the direct property or chattel of their master and could be bought and sold just like any other piece of property. What is absolutely clear is that in Athens the origins of democracy, and the definition of the freedom of the Athenian citizen, were part and parcel of the same process that saw the exclusion and exploitation of slaves and, to some extent, foreigners. In what was admittedly a rather murky part of the history of the early sixth century BCE, there was a revolution which achieved three things: it established what appears to have been the first democratic institutions of the state, it abolished all forms of debt bondage for free Athenian citizens, and at the same time it defined slavery as the chattel slavery of people who were not Athenian.

This principle of exclusion lasted, and became sharper in various respects, as time went on. It was a basic rule of thumb (and not a very comfortable one for us) that the more radically democratic Athens became, the more rigidly and exclusively it defined its citizenship. It is often said that Athenian democracy relied in practical terms on slaves, as it would have been impossible for Athenian men to take the time off to ‘do’ democracy if they had not had slaves to take over their work for them. That is true. But more to the point is that, somewhere deep down, the whole ideological rationale of Athenian freedom and liberty and democracy was based on a division between free Athenians and enslaved or potentially enslaved outsiders. With a strategy that would endear it to many right-wing political parties across the world today, Athens in the mid-fifth century BCE made sure that only those born of both Athenian mothers and Athenian fathers would qualify to be part of the exclusive club of citizens. There was no political integration of migrants or asylum seekers here.

Of course, citizen freedom was not the only driver of mass slavery in Athens, or in the Greek world in general. It is also the case that slavery flourished in societies that were not democracies. But the connections between the liberty of the free and its antitype in slavery were absolutely crucial and they were visible in ancient Rome too.

This black spot – and it is a black spot – of institutionalised exploitation is absolutely embedded in the culture of the ancient world, to the extent that you could not think about Greek or Roman politics without enslavement. And at the same time, it was almost impossible for the ancients to handle the contradictions: they lived with those contradictions, exploited them, but ultimately failed to make sense of them. Their explanations are always inadequate, and what they offer – if you’re alert to it – is evidence of their own doubts and anxieties. The fourth-century Greek philosopher Aristotle argued that slaves were slaves (that is, in the Greek view, subhuman) by nature, but he ran into problems when trying to integrate into this model people who had been free, were conquered and then became slaves. You can find lots of discussions not quite as acute as Aristotle’s but along the same lines in ancient literature. We are dealing with an enormous fault line in their moral, intellectual and cultural world – a vast gaping moral paradox on the question of what freedom and humanity were all about.

The topic of ancient slavery brings out the sanctimonious self-righteousness in us all. Even though slave rebellion was interestingly and sometimes puzzlingly rare in antiquity, we still thrill to the most famous rebel of them all: Spartacus. It makes us feel better that we’re on Spartacus’ side. We ask ourselves the question: would we do that now? Of course we wouldn’t! But think again – are people still enslaved today? They are. And fundamentally, we tend to turn a blind eye to the centrality of this form of human exploitation in ancient politics. There’s a collusion to worship at the wellspring of Athenian democracy without noticing that slavery was one of its crucial components, without seeing that ancient liberty was built on ancient slavery. Instead, we tend to think of slavery as an unfortunate epiphenomenon. Even in the modern academy it tends to be worked on by people who are specialists in the subdiscipline of ancient slavery, when it ought to be central.

When looked at in this way, the gleaming and unsullied case study of classical Athenian democracy emerges as a little more complex, a little less solid than our fond imaginings. In fact, the more that ‘democracy’ becomes an empty slogan – all too often the West’s convenient alibi for intervention in non-Western politics (a bubble pricked only when our new democratic converts vote in some regime we don’t much like) – the more we hark back to its ancient pedigree.

It goes without saying that there were, and are, many attractive and important features in Athenian democratic politics. For a poor, free, male and ambitious citizen, over a short period in the fifth century BCE, it was surely the best Greek city in which to live, offering a chance of playing a full political role (thanks to the selection of most political office-holders by lottery) and of being adequately compensated financially for time taken up with political duties. Equality of political opportunity between the male citizens was as close to being a reality as it ever has been in history.

Classical democracy also launched (thanks, ironically, to ancient theorists who were deeply opposed to it) the whole tradition of Western political analysis, from Plato and Aristotle on. It kickstarted numerous nineteenth-century movements for political change. Most of us in the UK have reason to be very grateful that those behind the 1832 Reform Act rejected the idea that democratic Athens was a dreadful warning of the dangers of mob rule and saw in it instead a model for the extension of the vote and electoral change.

But is it a model for us now? Very few people still imagine that we can draw directly on the Athenian experience. The danger of Athens’ example is more insidious than that. By choosing – or clinging to – a tiny community with a narrowly restrictive idea of citizen rights and of ‘nationality’ as our founding democratic myth, we are in a sense turning our back on the central political issues that face us now. It’s not so much that we’ve been led astray by a mythical democratic ancestor – it’s that our own heads are firmly in the sand.

Mary Beard is Professor Emerita of Classics at the University of Cambridge and the Classics editor of the TLS. Her books include the Wolfson Prize-winning Pompeii: The Life of a Roman Town and the best-selling SPQR: A History of Ancient Rome. Her popular TLS blog has been collected in the books It’s a Don’s Life and All in a Don’s Day. Her most recent works include Women and Power: A Manifesto and Emperor of Rome. ‘Us and Them’ was adapted from part of Professor Beard’s Gifford Lecture series, ‘The Ancient World and Us: From Fear and Loathing to Enlightenment and Ethics’, delivered at the University of Edinburgh in May 2019.





A FRAGILE STATE

Lola Shoneyin


We both know what it means.

But does it have the same resonance?

Have you ever known its absence?

Have you watched it disappear?

Benin, 1972

Liberia, 1980

Ghana, 1981

Oh yes, it can vanish in a gunshot

Or a radio announcement that opens

With ‘Fellow countrymen’

And just like that,

dust clouds obscure the colours of daily life,

khaki green and black leather unsettle the streets.

Trees, branches, shoots and roots surrender

to the furious wind blowing through the Sahel.

It always starts with one man and his gun,

peddling promises of new beginnings.

‘I have come to save you,’ he says,

His finger dancing on a trigger.

Save yourself, soldier.

We’ve been here before,

We know what happens when the euphoria settles

into a cycle of terror and fear.

Soon, the jackboots take over the markets

Left right – right left – Right wrong – Fire.

The strong arm of justice is fractured.

It’s house arrest for the gavel

and the hand that wields it.

Wigged warriors become acquainted

with the jingle of a warder’s key.

Decrees overturn laws,

Impunity trumps freedoms.

We’ve seen it all before.

Sierra Leone, 1992

Nigeria, 1993

Mali, 2020

Chad, 2021

We know how this goes.

Freedom fighters flee in the dead of the night.

Men and women are lost for ever –

Shot, poisoned, blown up by letter bomb.

Memory is tied to a stake,

history silenced by firing squad.

The sword decapitates the pen, spilling blood on every page.

Words are no longer enough to keep the wise alive,

We’ve heard it all before.

Transition and return to civilian rule

in three months, six months, two years, ten years …

A fragile state is caught in the crosshairs of a power struggle

between those who fight with their blood

And those who seize it for themselves.

Power cleanses all sin.

Guinea, 2021

Sudan, 2021

Burkina Faso, 2022

Niger, 2023

You talk about its erosion,

The distress, the decadence, the disruption of institutions

You mouth the words on TV in small and capital letters,

Say something about state capture,

Sit-tight presidents and strong men,

But no one mentions the sit-tight imperialists

Who forget that we were here

Before they washed up on our shores, bibles in hand,

their eyes on our gold, diamonds and uranium.

Colonialists, coupists.

Who can tell one from the other

in these seas of crime and corruption?

Some of us have walked this road before.

We remember the wailing of the dispossessed,

the disenfranchised, the disappeared.

We know what it means when there is no escape

from the heat of tyranny,

And every victory is snatched from death’s yawn.

This is why we fight to keep it,

fold it into our palms, hold it tight.

This is why we must hammer out its imperfections,

pound it, mould it, bake it in the kilns of our histories.

We chant because we remember.

And we never want to live a day without it.

Ever again.



Lola Shoneyin is a Nigerian author, poet, publisher, bookseller and festival organiser. She was named Africa Literary Person of the Year in 2017. Her literary works explore woman-hood and the intricacies of domestic life. She is the founder of the Ake Arts & Book Festival, and she curates the Kaduna Book & Arts Festival. In 2023, she was the recipient of the inaugural Aficionado Award. She was also featured on the Financial Times’s list of the most influential women of 2023. Shoneyin lives in Lagos, Nigeria.





FREEDOM, PROGRESS AND CAPITALISM

Lea Ypi

A key concept on which our understanding of democracy relies is freedom. Yet freedom has recently also become something of an embarrassment to the global left, a notion more easily appropriated by the right, in its defence of individual rights in contrast to shared social norms. I would like to reflect on what a robust idea of freedom for the left might look like, and why it is necessary to recover it, rather than trying to do away with it. And I want to raise that question in a way that urges us to reflect on both micro-history and macro-history: how world historical events shape and constrain the lives of individuals who happen to be caught up in them, and how existing political institutions try and fail to promote certain moral ideals. To make progress, we must engage with two different kinds of failures: that of socialist states to deliver on the freedom that they promised, and that of the liberal capitalist institutions to expand freedom beyond privileged elites, and beyond a handful of core Western liberal societies. Indeed, while many people think about socialist ideas as promoting concepts of equality and justice and of liberal ideas as focused on freedom, the socialist tradition from Marx onwards in reality promotes the same ideas of freedom that are philosophically at the core of liberalism. It just radicalises them even further and, in some ways, shows the limitations of liberal theories in the way in which, for example, concepts of freedom are limited to specific categories of people: citizens of a certain state or members of a particular social class.

However, we must not engage with either socialism or liberalism as pure systems of thought.

My suggestion is rather to start thinking about contradictions in the experience of freedom: the tension between the moral ideals we are committed to and the interpretation of these ideals by existing institutions.

Consider the example of freedom of movement. I remember the first time I travelled in the West with my grandmother. I was about eleven years old, and it was the first time Albanians were allowed to travel outside their state. The discourse had shifted: we had always been told that we could not travel because our state didn’t let us travel or we didn’t have a passport. But then the Berlin Wall fell, the Cold War came to an end, state socialism was abandoned. Almost overnight, the state began to grant passports to everyone. And yet we discovered that having the passport wasn’t enough: you also needed a visa for which your own state was not responsible, and that turned out to be the responsibility of another state. Very suddenly all the impediments to freedom of movement, which we had always internalised by being told that we couldn’t travel because we weren’t allowed to travel, were externalised. We discovered that we also could not travel because another state would not allow us to travel. But if freedom of movement matters, it matters both in emigration and in immigration: both to leave your country and to enter another country. If I am told I am free to leave my lecture hall but go out into the corridor and notice all the doors are locked, am I really free to move? Just when the Eastern socialist states were no longer shooting their citizens at the border, Western capitalist countries began to send boats to patrol their seas. Migrants were still dying. Only the colour of the uniforms had changed, and the flags under which the crimes were perpetrated.

I mention migration because it is such a salient issue in contemporary liberal democracies, and because it is a good prism through which to explore what is wrong with prevailing outlooks on freedom: when it is freedom for some but not for others. But also because it is a prism through which to examine the relation between freedom and progress more broadly, a point to which I will return. We are so integrated with each other that the effects of an injustice suffered in one part of the world are now experienced everywhere: migration is only a consequence of that. And so the idea that we can simply close borders, or realise freedom in one place, in one state or group of states, for only one group of people, is incoherent. We need to think of freedom as global freedom, and of democracy as global democracy. How do we do that?

The crisis of democracy we are witnessing has brought to light a curious tension. On the one hand it has challenged globalisation theories that diagnosed (and often celebrated) the end of the state and the death of sovereignty. On the other hand it has revealed its distance from the only conception of sovereignty that makes the state morally appealing and democratically legitimate: popular sovereignty, the notion that we are equal authors of the laws we are required to obey.

The modern ideal of democracy is based on a very distinctive account of legitimation, different from those prominent in the ancient world where the community was the source of moral norms or in the medieval to early modern period where we appealed to the divine right of kings. The modern concept of legitimation is one tightly connected to freedom and is invoked to explain why individuals who are born free and equal sacrifice the lawless freedom of the state of nature in exchange for the freedom acquired in association with others, in a civil condition governed by laws. This idea of democratic legitimation also explains why, in circumstances of emergency, the state, and the state only, has the authority to temporarily suspend or restrict those fundamental freedoms it exists to protect: the freedom to move, to associate with others or to vote in elections.

Most of these freedoms are, in theory, guaranteed in the founding legal documents of most existing liberal democracies. Most, if not all, have been suspended or restricted as part of the emergency measures invoked to tackle the crises we have recently gone through: financial insecurity, health emergency, war and so on. Emergencies are usually short-term phenomena, but they signal something important about the long term. Emergency rule sets a precedent for the concentration of power in the hands of a few – scientific experts, datacontrolling agencies, economic and political elites – who will continue to rely on the authority of the state to demand the obedience of all but offer protection only to some.

This is why the question of freedom is connected to the challenge of rethinking the foundations of democracy in light of our historical experiences. The failure of socialism in Eastern Europe has taught us that some freedoms – the freedom of speech, of thought, of protest, of association, of movement – should not be negotiable. But we must couple a robust protection of these first-generation freedoms with robust guarantees on social freedoms as well: the freedom to flourish, to realise people’s moral potential. In other words, these first-generation freedoms must be meaningful. Freedom of thought is important, but what does it amount to when people have no access to culture? What does it mean when all our thoughts are disciplined by the flow of data through algorithms that enable private corporations to make a profit?

Therefore, a meaningful engagement with freedom requires rethinking the foundations of democracy. To this end, we must revisit the relationship between liberalism and capitalism and think of the pair as a historical phenomenon, with all the promises and failures it has entailed.

This is no easy task. Liberalism is a broad church. Liberalism is also not the same as capitalism. Capitalism is a set of political and economic relations; liberalism is a set of ideas. While capitalism would not be capitalism without the support of liberal theories, not all liberal theories support capitalism. Progressive liberals from John Stuart Mill to John Rawls have been critical of capitalism; indeed, they have often defended alternative forms of social organisation such as property-owning democracy and liberal socialism.

This puts liberalism in a curious position: to the extent that liberalism travels with capitalism, it is a historical phenomenon. To the extent that it departs from it or qualifies it, it is a social ideal. Liberalism has a core idea, freedom, and it has a core promise: freedom from fear. For progressive liberals the question is: should the failure of capitalism be considered a failure of liberalism? And if liberalism ought to be understood as an ideal rather than the reality under which we live, to what extent do the historical encounters between capitalism, socialism, fascism, democracy, theocracy and populism challenge the liberal project as a whole?

As I see it, liberalism cannot deliver freedom from fear because liberal societies in their encounter with capitalist economic structures produce pathologies of their own, pathologies that are different from the fear of despotism or intolerance that liberalism opposes, yet destructive in their own right.

Socialists are fond of explaining liberal pathologies in connection to the material conditions in which ideas develop. But even before the socialist critique, the tensions of the project, including in its ideal form, were clear to liberalism’s most acute observers. The intellectual origins of liberalism are in the religious wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and the combination of three elements: a moral anthropology, a theory of economics and a theory of politics. All three helped liberal visionaries articulate a distinctive account of what power was and how it should be exercised; they contributed to the liberal utopia that we are still waiting to realise. Yet on all three counts, early critics of liberalism noted the tensions that made liberal promises no more than that.

Take the anthropology of liberalism. Many approved of the liberation of individuals from the yoke of authority and celebrated the emergence of a new ideal: that of civil society. This was based on the role of doux commerce (as Montesquieu called it) and the overall contribution of trade to material prosperity and peaceful relations between human beings. Yet alongside the celebration of the centrality of the individual (the private vices/public virtues discourse) there were also important critiques of commercial society that circulated in the eighteenth century and listed all the destructive psychological dispositions that the project encouraged: selfishness, greed, envy, distrust, competition for inessential and luxury goods, exaggeration of appearances, desire to impress, need for external recognition, rivalry, indifference to the fate of the most vulnerable, exploitative behaviour.

Now take the relationship between economic theory and the theory of the state. As many early critics observed, while liberals admired commercial society, they needed the state to guarantee its functioning. Liberals were proud to have discovered human rights as a result of the universal ideal of citizenship celebrated during the French and American revolutions. They also credited themselves with the end of corporate representation and the destruction of authority structures such as the nobility and the church. But this universal ideal was constantly threatened by the conflict between the demands of commercial society and those of the state. On the one hand, the state is necessary to guarantee private property and the kinds of rights and obligations that enable commercial society to function. On the other hand, as many early liberals noticed, the state relies on taxation and the contribution that the rich make to its finances in order to preserve order and stability. But depending on the extent of taxation and of the welfare measures necessary to ensure that inequality does not threaten stability, this can be so politically divisive as to destroy the universal ideal of civic solidarity. The old divisions of class and status return, only in modern form. To deal with the threat, the state outsources some of its problems to the international credit and debit system, which is usually able to patch up domestic inequality at the price of global anarchy.

This leads to a third source of fear that is distinctive to liberalism. Classical liberals sought to limit the role of the state but celebrated civil society as a spontaneous, non-hierarchical structure where everyone is equal. This was part of a stage theory of history defended by many proto-liberals, including Adam Smith, Adam Ferguson and John Millar. For Smith and others, history is basically the history of material relations as articulated through different systems of production: hunter-gathering, pastoral, agricultural, culminating in the superiority of commercial society. But such a narrative of hope, together with the stage theories of history on which it is grounded, is inherently hierarchical. The price of liberal hope in the triumph of civil society was the condemnation of alternative forms of life (e.g. the hunter-gathering and agricultural ones) as inferior stages of historical development. This leads to the aggressive attack on people wedded to these forms of social organisation as primitive, backward and in need of liberal re-education. Here too, liberalism produces its own distinctive fear, which is the fear of colonialism and empire. This is no collateral damage, no inconsistent application of liberal norms (say, in the form of advocating certain rights and liberties for people on one side of the world while denying them to others). It is a crucial component of the liberal mission to bring the virtues of civil society to people who are otherwise unable to realise them.

Liberals often brush aside the history of colonialism as if it had nothing to do with their ideals. But the fear of colonialism (and of neocolonialism in the form of debt dependency or subservience to international institutions hegemonised by Western liberal countries or humanitarian intervention) is not an unfortunate byproduct. It is the result of a theory of history in which the liberal capitalist society is the final stage of a process that culminates in liberating backward people from their own stupidity and oppression.

All these elements speak to a more general question concerning the liberal understanding of freedom and its relationship to power. Liberals seek to limit the power of the state, of religious authorities and of any form of collective organisation that threatens individual freedom. But in its efforts to disperse power, the liberal project generates its own distinctive power structures, its own set of fears and its own kind of unfreedom. Liberal power structures are anonymised rather than personal, they are spontaneous rather than planned, and the psychological attitudes that consolidate them breed selfishness and indifference rather than outright aggression. But that does not mean that the fear of liberal capitalism is any less concerning or any less pervasive than the fears that liberalism seeks to abolish. If anything, it may be more pernicious. Where power is dispersed, spontaneous and anonymised, it is even more difficult to fight.

The right has been successful in shaping the agenda and convincing us that the conflicts we experience are reducible to a liberal cosmopolitan versus communitarian cleavage. So far, the right has been successful because it has been able to persuade citizens that the problems of capitalism are reducible to problems of political membership. If you solve the question of who belongs, you will have solved the conflicts of our time. But migration, as I mentioned earlier, is not a source of problems, but rather a symptom of the crisis. If the question of political progress is the question of how to avoid the errors of the past, exclusion cannot be the solution. A progressive alternative must begin by challenging the terms in which the relation between freedom and democracy is mobilised in everyday political discourse, especially by the right.

Here is where the failure of the contemporary left lies. The question of political progress is now seen as a question of abstract law and rights, of who shapes and enacts laws, of who is included and who is excluded. In other words, it has become a question of regulating the terms of political membership or group membership, rather than empowering marginalised social groups whose boundaries of oppression do not neatly overlap with those of the nation state. Migration is perceived as a problem because political membership is seen as the solution. Cultural wars are so salient because they are about policing the boundaries of a social group. If the left does not move beyond the question of rights and culture to rethink the link between democracy and capitalism, it is hard to see how any proposed solution will not end up being exclusive in some way (and therefore playing into the hands of the right) in the long run.

So how does change happen? How does progress occur? Here I find myself in an ambiguous position. On the one hand, I believe in the project of the Enlightenment as the intellectual work of critique, of highlighting moral double standards, of pointing out the contradictions between the ideal of freedom and its institutional reality. I also believe that freedom is connected to moral agency: it is neither the freedom of the long-gone socialist world nor that of the struggling capitalist world but an awareness of our moral responsibility to others, the duty to engage with the past, and to acknowledge what we owe future generations in a way that promotes effective democracy, both economic and political, at the global level.

On the other hand, I am a materialist. We live in a world of injustice replicated by anonymous social structures, where existing institutions reflect dominant patterns of power relations both within states and between states. So if we don’t collectively change material incentives, if we don’t democratise the market, if we don’t transform political institutions, there will always be a gap between how the world appears to us and how it should be. Morally speaking, a world made of the asymmetries we experience – in the distribution of power, of opportunities to move, of material resources, of the production of knowledge – is not a free world. And a world in which not everyone is free is a world that cannot be truly free for anyone.

Lea Ypi is Professor in Political Theory at the London School of Economics, and an Honorary Professor in Philosophy at the Australian National University. Her latest book, Free, a memoir exploring freedom and her childhood in post-Soviet Albania, was the winner of the Ondaatje Prize, a Sunday Times Book of the Year, and has been translated into thirty languages.





ON DEMOCRACY

Kaja Kallas

As prime minister of Estonia, I am often asked in a doom-and-gloom way, ‘What chance does democracy have in our current time, and what should we do about it?’ My answer: democracies should not be afraid of their own power. We need to understand that democracy and freedom are not a given. Once we realise that, it can be the decisive force for pulling ourselves together.

We have a lot to learn from the story of democracy in Europe after the fall of the Iron Curtain, including in my own country, Estonia. It is a tale of political leadership, of not letting historical windows of opportunity slip away. And as another, parallel story of allowing the rise of an imperialist pariah state next door to the EU and NATO reminds us, it is also a warning of what happens if our democracies become complacent.

LESSON NUMBER ONE – BOLD DECISIONS, NOT WISHFUL THINKING, HELP TO BUILD UP DEMOCRACY.

I grew up in one of Russia’s former colonies: Estonia was occupied by Soviet Russia for almost half a century. Like many states in our corner of Europe, Estonia had become an independent democratic country in 1918, just a few months after Finland. We successfully fought our War of Independence against the Red Army – a relevant reminder for today that Russia can in fact be defeated. The peace treaty signed between Estonia and Soviet Russia was the first international agreement to mention the right of peoples to decide their own destiny. With it, Russia renounced ‘for ever all rights of sovereignty formerly held by Russia over the Estonian people and territory’ – only to discard this fact later when it drew up the secret protocol of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact with the Nazis in 1939.

In the years before the Second World War, we built up a democratic, prosperous and neutral state. Because it was peacetime, we did not prioritise investing in defence – and when we did, in 1938, the clouds of war were already gathering over Europe and it was too late. We lost everything. We lost our territory, freedom, prosperity and a fifth of our population to Soviet terror and repressions. We felt we were forgotten and abandoned behind the Iron Curtain.

Like many others growing up in Central and Eastern Europe in the 1980s and 1990s, I saw first-hand the value of freedom and democracy in everyday life.

When I was a teenager, a wind of change blew across the region and into the Soviet prison. We fought for our freedom and won it back. In 1989, the year the Wall came down in Berlin and communist regimes fell in Poland and elsewhere, over a million people across the occupied Baltic countries joined hands for the Baltic Way – a human chain from Tallinn to Vilnius. They say you could see it from space. In 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed.

When Estonia officially restored its independence in 1991, we started from zero – or even below zero. The Soviet Union had normalised corruption; there was no rule of law and no market economy. We had to build everything from scratch.

Re-establishing market liberalism and parliamentary democracy demanded a turnaround in attitudes and identity – the state no longer belonged to the occupiers but to us. The assets were no longer ‘theirs’ but ‘ours’. The rights of individuals and the rule of law were placed at the centre of governance.

This meant rooting out corruption and building up strong institutions in support of society and safeguarding individual rights. We understood from the beginning that the rule of law is the foundation of prosperity – if investors trust your legal system, they are not afraid to invest in your economy.

We also decided straight away that the motto for our foreign and security policy would be ‘Never Alone Again’. So we set to work right away to join NATO and the EU. This year, in 2024, Estonia is celebrating twenty years of NATO and EU membership. All these decisions required leadership, foresight and the skill to see and seize historic windows of opportunity. Without this, the story of our democracy would be different.

My father was one of the people who led the Estonian negotiations to join NATO. Back then, I remember, he was often asked, ‘Why do you need this? Russia does not pose a threat any more.’ But we knew our neighbour then and we know our neighbour now. Although the Soviet Union collapsed, Russia’s imperialist ideology never did. We knew we needed to avoid being left in a grey zone of security in Europe. Grey zones breed conflict and wars. We have seen that in the case of Ukraine. Russia did not invade Ukraine because of NATO – it invaded because Ukraine is not in NATO.

Our president, Lennart Meri, warned the North Atlantic Council in 1998: ‘If we do not carry the integration forward dynamically, if we do not show that Europe really has changed, then we do not support new thinking in Russia, but confirm that old ways are good enough.’ That is why it is important that Central and Eastern Europe joined NATO. If it were not for NATO and EU membership, I believe that we would be living through very dark times now.

That journey was not always easy. Throughout the 1990s, our region was seen through ‘Russia First’ policies. This meant planning for a new security architecture with Russia, puzzling over how to accommodate Russia. All of that did not stop Russia from returning to expansionism.

History should remind us that bold decisions and a lack of wishful thinking are what has protected democracy in Europe. For example, Bill Clinton saw the importance of NATO membership in safeguarding peace in Europe – he has explained that his policy was that ‘if Russia chose to revert to ultranationalist imperialism, an enlarged NATO and a growing European Union would bolster the continent’s security’.

Unfortunately, some of those lessons were forgotten in subsequent decades. When Russia invaded Georgia in 2008, then Crimea and Donbas in 2014, the response of the free world was weak. When it tried to undermine our democracies with information operations and cyberattacks, the response was weak. It was not said loudly enough that Russia’s old ways – of trying to conquer its neighbours’ territory and return to a spheres-of-influence policy – are unacceptable. And then Russia started a full-scale war of aggression against Ukraine.

LESSON NUMBER TWO – SUPPORTING UKRAINE IS ABOUT MORE THAN DEFENDING ONE DEMOCRACY; WE ALL HAVE SKIN IN THE GAME.

For a long time, I have been reading history book after history book to understand how we can finally stop Russia’s historical cycle of aggression. I have asked the same question of historians, diplomats, intelligence experts. The common thread is that strength deters aggressors and weakness encourages them. For the Kremlin and others, democratic governance is a threat that they try to destroy. They see liberal democracy as their biggest enemy. This is why Russia invaded Ukraine, and this is what Ukraine is fighting for now – for all of us. Today, the threads of democracy are woven with the blood, sweat and tears of the people of Ukraine.

Russia’s aggression against Ukraine has entered its third year. Russia’s goals have not changed. In Russia’s vision for security, it is acceptable to conquer and colonise another country. It is a matter of global security not to let this vision succeed and to help Ukraine win – otherwise we will all wake up in a much more dangerous world.

That’s why Ukraine needs our continued support until victory. It needs weapons and ammunition. Russia is ramping up its war machine even more. The aggressor must be defeated on the battlefield and held accountable – this is the way to sustainable peace in Europe. For peace in Europe, we also need Ukraine in the EU and NATO.

However far away the war may seem, we all have skin in the game here. It is wrong to think that those of us within free Europe are somehow not being targeted. Russia is also waging a so-called shadow war against our democracies – an energy war, an information war, a cyber war.

LESSON NUMBER THREE – OUR ADVERSARIES ARE ALWAYS READY TO EXPLOIT DIVISIONS IN OUR DEMOCRACIES; WE MUST BE VIGILANT.

You can draw parallels between democracies in the early twentieth century and now: the rise of nationalist right-wing parties, the mainstreaming of radical ideas, the demonisation of minorities, the loss of faith in democratic institutions and paralysis in those very institutions, the longing for a strong leader. And finally there is the danger that democracies are unable or unwilling to work together.

These tendencies are fertile soil for the Kremlin to pursue its goals. The Russians are good at social sciences, at fuelling the fires that already exist. Russia’s disinformation is reaching wide audiences via social media; it sits literally within our pockets, phones and apps. In Germany, France and elsewhere in Europe, extensive disinformation networks have recently been uncovered, where Kremlin trolls attempt to disseminate lies by mimicking credible news channels.

I have been reading the Austrian-British economist Friedrich von Hayek, who, during the Second World War, tried to make sense of how Europe had got to that point. He described the effects of totalitarian propaganda: ‘They are destructive of all morals because they undermine one of the foundations of all morals, the sense of and the respect for truth.’

The front line of Putin’s so-called shadow war runs through the hearts of our own democracies: universities, parliaments, media and other institutions. The aim of influence operations is to create distrust and change our policies. They seek to deter our societies from supporting Ukraine, to spark domestic divisions and to influence democratic decision making – including the choices we make at the ballot box.

Another disturbing trend that Hayek also noticed in his time is the increased dysfunctionality of the political process, especially of parliaments. Today this is clearly visible in many countries big and small, including in my own, with potentially devastating effects on our freedom and future prosperity. The problem grows out of the complex arithmetic of forming stable and productive coalitions when populist parties take many seats. This brings greater polarisation, growing aggressiveness and a decline in parliamentary culture. Abuse of filibuster and other parliamentary rules leads to legislative gridlock, which paralyses the whole state.

Not surprisingly, this increases public frustration with the workings of our democracy. In turn, this can create a growing demand for seemingly ‘stronger’ or ‘more decisive’ leaders. These people would take short cuts in the democratic process in the name of what they call ‘getting things done’. The ultimate loser here would be the rule of law and democracy.

LESSON NUMBER FOUR – IT IS NOT TOO LATE TO PROTECT OUR DEMOCRACIES.

In light of all this, what should democratic nations do?

They say history rhymes, but it is up to us to make sure it does not. What we need is a mindset shift. We are living in a historical moment where more people around the free world are waking up to the fact that democracy is not a given and that freedom is never free – you have to fight for it.

There will be important elections in many democracies in 2024, so countries must be extra vigilant against potential threats. Most importantly, we must be aware and prepared – and part of that is discussing these issues openly. We need to face threats more directly by reaffirming the importance of democratic governance. We must work towards strengthening our legislative bodies, ensuring they remain functional, responsive and accountable. We must also keep our publics informed of how our adversaries act and what they think – in short: of what the threats around us are.

Not all intelligence services within NATO share their assessments with the public. Estonian services do it once a year. Why? By revealing our adversaries’ methods, we can deter harmful actions and make our societies more resilient against hostile influence. Being open is a strength of our societies: it makes it impossible to use surprise as a weapon.

The bottom line is that democracies and freedoms need constant care and defence. Our liberal democracies need to deliver not only hope in a better future, but also tangible results for our people.

One of the biggest advantages democracies have over dictatorships is that we are able to look in the mirror. Truth is something dictators cannot stand. That is why they try so hard to make us believe that democracy makes us weak.

In a democracy, we can speak truth to power – the truth also to our own power. We can say when what we are doing in support of Ukraine is not enough to win against the forces of evil. We need to do more and to think outside the box. For example, if all countries in the Ramstein coalition of NATO, EU and other countries committed just 0.25 per cent of their GDP for military aid to Ukraine over the next three years, it would be a winning formula for Ukraine’s victory and Russian defeat. Another track we need to move ahead on is finding legal solutions for the use of Russia’s frozen assets on behalf of Ukraine. The aggressor must pay for the damage it has caused: that is a core part of international law.

We must also all invest more in defence. There is no time to spare. Estonia has raised its defence spending over 3 per cent of GDP. There is no prosperity without security – security is everything.

Together, this makes up the winning formula for democracies, the one that will help safeguard us against threats both old and new. Now more than ever, we need to believe in our strength – and find the spirit of victory.

Kaja Kallas has been the Prime Minister of Estonia since 2021, the first woman to serve in the role. The leader of Estonia’s Reform Party since 2018, she was a member of the European Parliament between 2014 and 2018. Before entering politics, she was a lawyer specialising in European competition law.





WHAT THE WEST FORGOT ABOUT DEMOCRACY

Erica Benner

Democracies have always presented themselves as beacons of human progress. In 431 BCE, the statesman Pericles declared that Athens’ democracy was ‘the school for all Greece’ – while over the past two centuries, democracy warriors everywhere have measured their countries’ success or failure by comparison with Western models: American, British, French, Swedish. It’s harder to do so now that these formerly self-congratulating democracies are doing battle with new and older demons. Today, millions of people around the world crave freedom from authoritarian rule. Yet when they hear almost daily that the liberal heartlands are plagued with inflation, strikes, high crime rates, gun violence and voters who care little about truth, many of them doubt that democracy is the best alternative.

In 2024 more people than ever before will vote in national elections, in countries containing nearly half the world’s population. But even where elections are not just window-dressing for authoritarian rule, today’s voters worry that deep-faked misinformation, rigged electoral procedures or outright fraud might drown out their already small voice. And even where authoritarian-leaning candidates suffer apparently legitimate defeats, the fear that they and their supporters might reject election results looms ever larger – not least in the world-leading democracy, the United States.

‘So many people I know are giving up on democracy,’ said my new friend Vaibhav when we met while travelling through Xinjiang in western China last summer. He worked at an international bank in Hong Kong, and lived there through the pro-democracy protests in 2019–20, then strict lockdowns during the Covid-19 pandemic. Some of the sceptics were Vaibhav’s colleagues from East Asian countries and his native India. Feeling helpless about politics but wanting to do some good in the world – even bankers worry about losing their souls, he insisted – they focus on what they call ‘development’: improving technological knowhow, winning new markets and beating their rivals for the sake of country as well as company. ‘They think we should give more power to technocrats, or to leaders who offer a clear vision for our country.’

Other doubters were still reeling from the results of controversial popular votes in Britain, the US and beyond. If democracy can’t deliver leaders or policies that command widespread trust, they ask, how can it help us navigate dangerous global rivalries, brutal wars, climate disaster and digital technologies that mislead citizens and split them into warring camps?

The spread of global pessimism about the superior merits of democracy can be deeply unsettling for people whose political mindsets were configured during the Cold War. Growing up in Japan in the 1960s and 1970s, I was taught that democracy was unquestionably the best kind of government ever invented, getting better and better each decade. For the time being, it was locked in a life-or-death struggle against authoritarian regimes that controlled most of our neighbours in East Asia and up to the western borders of Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Poland. But while it was almost impossible to envision how that might change, small signs of resistance fuelled hope.

In 1993, a few years after Soviet-backed communism fell in Europe, I went to work in Warsaw. Although my official brief was to teach anglophone political philosophy, I was more interested in discovering what my students thought about the changes they were living through. Apart from membership of NATO and probably the EU – affording protection from a humiliated Russia – what did they expect from the new order of liberal democracy? Did it look as good to them as its local and foreign champions said?

We discussed a new book by the American political philosopher John Rawls. When you debate policies and laws in democracies, he wrote, you should make a point of appealing to ‘public reasons’ – respect for everyone’s freedom, for example, or to the common safety of the union – not just make arguments that resonate only with people who share your narrower concerns or ideological repertoire. Could this be our future? My students’ eyes twinkled with friendly irony. ‘Maybe that’s what people are like in Britain or America,’ someone said. ‘Lucky them.’

Sometimes I took the tram home with a student called Agnieszka. She would race from our classes to tutor schoolchildren in English and German or write articles for a local newspaper, sharing her earnings with struggling parents. Marcin taught English and sometimes drove a taxi. Małgozata’s mother was a nurse in a badly underfunded hospital; privatisation had already cost her father his long-time industrial job. She worked at a cinema and night cafe. How did they manage all that and demanding university studies? Shrugs. That’s life.

My older Polish friends were as relieved as I was to wave goodbye to old ideological -isms. But we were unsure what to think about the brave new world of -isations: ‘liberalisation’ and its sub-isations, chiefly ‘privatisation’ and ‘democratisation’. Privatisation meant putting industries and agencies that had been owned by the state under private or partially private control – housing, food production and distribution agencies, gas and electricity, transport. Democratisation meant replacing the one-party state with a pluralist, multi-party, representative system; redistributing power between the big cities and Poland’s staunchly independent countryside; establishing the rule of law, freedoms of speech and press, with church and state separate yet mutually respectful.

When we did speak of two other big -isms, capitalism and communism, it was with a wariness about being dragged back into the either/or, good vs evil ways of thinking about politics that had dominated our younger lives. State-based communism had lost the Cold War and was probably tainted forever by its authoritarian exemplars. But did that vindicate capitalism? And was its way of producing and distributing social goods suited to democracy?

As a student, I had an acquaintance who is now an eminent member of the British government. The purpose of democracy, he said, was to protect individual freedoms. Since capitalism left people free to engage in trade and industry for profit, of course it supports democracy like no other economic system. But almost no one I met in Poland shared his confidence that weakly regulated private competition could be good for democracy. Most thought about privatisation much as they thought about God: let’s try to have faith that it eventually rewards the industrious and virtuous, even if we see zero evidence that it does.

While privatisation made already well-connected ex-communists and foreign émigrés stupendously wealthy overnight, my colleagues worked several jobs to pay rent and other bills that their deflated salaries could no longer cover. Some worried that the gap between winners and losers in the privatisation stakes would threaten the delicate work of democratisation. Students spoke of relatives who lived outside the big cities, predicting that insecurities among older and rural voters would make it easy for political entrepreneurs to blame urban and ‘cosmopolitan’ elites and bring out toxic strains of nationalism.

When I’d go back west and report these conversations to people in the UK, France or Germany, I was struck by how quick some were to dismiss these concerns. Newly liberalising populations had a low tolerance for competition and the insecurities it bred because communism had spoiled them, said one inheritance-rich (West) German friend; expecting government to check growing inequalities was a bad paternalistic habit.

I found even less interest in asking how Western-guided processes of democratisation and privatisation raised concerns about national identity and local control. There was a more convenient explanation for nationalism in post-communist lands: an old cliché that ‘Western’ democracies have something called ‘civic’ national identities – saturated with rational, individualistic values and open to the world – while ‘Eastern’ peoples have ‘ethnic’ nationalism, a relic of bygone provincialism that global liberalisation was busy washing away. We in the ‘West’ got so used to contrasting our self-flattering free-world mentalities with less enlightened ones elsewhere that many failed to see how similar we all are: in our progressivist communist-or-liberal utopianisms, nostalgic nationalisms and fears of being left behind in hypercompetitive societies.

Few of my Polish friends were surprised when an alternative to liberal democracy emerged in Central and Eastern Europe. Hungary’s liberal-turned-sour leader Viktor Orbán dubbed it ‘illiberal democracy’; liberal commentators preferred ‘populism’. It burgeoned after the global economic crash of 2008, then spread westward where it found a warm welcome in the US, Britain, France, the Netherlands and other countries around the world. This came as a shock to many people in the liberal democratic West, where most people had accepted gaps in wealth and political influence as normal – even as they or their neighbours were tumbling down the security ladder.

The easy explanation for illiberal populism in liberal democracies is to see it as a top-down phenomenon, the work of stunningly successful political manipulators who distort rather than reflect reality. Top-down accounts do tell an important part of the story, the part about the narratives people buy into when they support illiberal policies. A trademark populist trick is to blame false culprits – usually immigrants and ethnic minorities – and offer unrealistic cures for voters’ discomforts. Pointing the finger at the even more vulnerable gives anxious supporters an illusion of power by putting them in the same ‘We’re So Great’ camp as successful businesspeople and rich elites – even when these routinely reject policies aimed at checking social inequalities.

But voter manipulation is just the upper layer of a more complex story of the material and psychological insecurities fanned by weak regulation and widening social gaps. You no longer need to be a diehard leftist to talk about the intense competitive pressures of weakly regulated markets and how they produced a handful of super-wealthy individuals who – through media ownership and campaign funding – acquired disproportionate political influence.

In the US, only the wealthiest families grew richer after the Great Recession began in 2007. From then to 2016, the median net worth of the richest 20 per cent increased by 13 per cent, while that of less wealthy families decreased by more than 20 per cent. It became increasingly evident that a small percentage of citizens in many liberal democracies had far easier access to the prerequisites for a secure existence – housing, education, food, healthcare – and that competition among the wealthy for the best pickings of these goods was driving costs sky-high for the rest.

The connection between these multiple insecurities and illiberal nationalism isn’t always straightforward. Current anxieties about national identity and control have deep, emotional histories in most countries, which makes them highly user-friendly for opportunistic elites. But as I learned from living in Poland and Japan, these anxieties can’t always be dismissed as irrational tribalism. Identifying with groups not only gives most individuals a sense of social anchoring in times of change; it’s also a key resource for enhancing our sense of power – however illusory – in high-stress situations. Identity concerns loom large when the less equal combine to fight for their share, or when the previously more-than-equal fear falling.

The older powerhouses of liberal democracy were born to the tune of high-flying rhetoric, and their disproportionate global power encouraged overconfidence. People struggling to bring forth or salvage newer democracies aren’t so confident. For two and a half centuries, people from a handful of English-speaking countries and Western Europe have been telling the rest of the world how to do liberal democracy. Now we need people in struggling new democracies to tell us how not to do it. They often have a clearer sense of democracy’s great advantages, but also of the obstacles that can spring up and weaken even well-crafted institutions – material inequalities, clashes between hyper-progressivism and tradition, and gaps between ruling elites and the rest.

To motivate people to keep striving for democracy, we need to go behind modern ideologies and recover some core concerns that democracies are supposed to address. The first founding story of democracy on record has none of the heroics or optimism of most modern founding myths. Rather, it’s a cautionary tale about how hard it is to do democracy right, and how easily it gets subverted if you’re not vigilant.

Before Athens acquired the form of government that its founders called demokratia in 507 BCE, the main political fault line wasn’t tyranny vs the people: it was the ever-wealthier rich vs the vulnerable poor. Wealthy landowners leased property to the poor, who worked it for a living. Every so often, the owners would increase their rents. If tenants couldn’t afford to pay, the rich offered them loans at high rates of interest. The wealth gap widened. Tenants struggled, and defaulted on their debts. Athens’ plutocracy-friendly laws allowed creditors to force debtors into slavery, until poorer Athenians revolted. In the early sixth century BCE, terrified plutocrats asked a man called Solon to fix things before they got worse. He made it illegal to enslave debtors, created stimuli for a range of new trades and abolished hereditary political privileges.

This wasn’t yet full democracy, and Solon’s new deal soon failed. The plutocrats went back to exploiting their compatriots, who did what the vulnerable always do: turned to a tyrant who promised to fight their corner. Though Peisistratos confiscated some of the nobility’s lands and gave them to the poor, this didn’t lead to democracy, since the tyrant monopolised political power for himself and his family. When a group of well-born Athenians deposed Peisistratos’ son, they realised two things. First, that very unequal societies are less stable, productive and humane than those where inequalities are held in check. Second, that you can’t trust a single class or party to do the checking in a way that seems fair to all. The reformers put all free Athenian men on a more equal footing than ever before and redesigned government into units where rich, poor and middling citizens were forced to sit together in assemblies, arguing, compromising and rotating positions by lot.

Sometimes it’s good to go back to basics, to the still-healthy roots of ideas and institutions that have grown weak and confused over time. According to the Solon story, democracy was designed as a realistic solution to a concrete problem: how to stop the endless civil strife that came from gaps in personal and social security between richer and the rest. This was common democratic sense for centuries before the modern era introduced a sharp ideological divide – initially within a broad liberal tradition – between weakly and strongly regulated markets.

Democratic freedom isn’t a condition where my private wishes can roam unchecked and I am free to acquire as much power or wealth as I can without considering how this affects others. It’s a key part of a power-sharing scheme called democracy. What makes democratic freedom democratic is precisely that it sets limits on my personal freedoms within this scheme, leaving opportunities and decent options for everyone else.

People in newer democracies often see more clearly how imbalances of power and fears of losing one’s chances in a poorly regulated hypercompetitive world can weaken respect for institutions that are supposed to channel and protect popular power: voting, traditional parties and media, judicial systems, representative assemblies. But they still want the benefits that only democracy can secure, and often have a clearer view of what they are. Teetering precariously between democracy and tyranny, they see that the best way to tackle problems is to spread political power more widely and evenly, not concentrate it further in the hands of leaders who may or may not care about our personal wellbeing and common future. Having struggled with recent civil wars and seeing the relative peace still found in some democracies, they think that collaboration among multitudes of people can lead to more lasting successes, improve everyone’s quality of life and give individuals a far deeper sense of security than government by a few.

Today millions around the world are taking to the streets to fight for these modest boons, risking imprisonment, torture and even their lives. A down-to-earth view of what makes democracy better than the alternatives will help us see how best to support it. Instead of going into hard battle modes for old ‘models’, we need to think about how to promote democratic goals with properly democratic means at home and abroad. On the global front, scepticism about older ways of doing democracy isn’t necessarily a bad thing: the hole where Western models used to be leaves room for creative thinking about what locals need and what kinds of change they can support.

It’s time to abandon the idea that people from powerful countries are uniquely qualified to design and build democracies for others. They may have money and weapons to help new democracies defend themselves. But without knowledge of local histories and sensitivities, money and weapons are useless. When outsiders promote democracy in an impatient or immodest spirit, the predictable result is illiberal, nationalist or authoritarian backlash.

We see the same urgent need to give more effective authority and voice to people on the ground inside today’s older democracies. There are organisations around the democratic world whose members advocate the creation of citizen assemblies, chosen by lot instead of personality-driven or partisan campaigns, to advise and monitor existing branches of government. By avoiding pathological rivalries among (and within) political parties, such assemblies might stand a better chance of coming up with policies aimed at narrowing the gaps in unbalanced societies. Another ancient idea is also enjoying a revival: that of citizen tribunals designed to hold current or former politicians to account for their actions.

But even well-crafted institutions can’t function without popular support. Change has to start with our own attitudes. Take other people’s beliefs and discomforts more seriously than ideologies that preach faith in the inevitable progress of whatever you think best. Work through social movements, social media and the voting booth to call for a more fully democratic regulation of market economies. Fight to take power back, of course, from democracy’s most obvious enemies – extremists, insatiable plutocrats and tyrannical leaders. But also take a more modest, closer-to-home kind of responsibility: for getting our own hypercompetitive societies and psyches into better shape.

Erica Benner is a political philosopher and historian of ideas. She has taught at the University of Oxford and the London School of Economics and is the author of, among others, Really Existing Nationalisms, Be Like the Fox and Adventures in Democracy. She currently teaches at the Hertie School for Governance in Berlin, LSE Ideas in London and for academic programmes in Sweden and China.





DEMOCRACY

Margaret Atwood

Is democracy fragile and easily destroyed or flexible and resilient? We may be about to find out. The planet heats, the clock ticks, and with each increase in temperature, world harvests shrink, famines loom, and fire and flood impact millions. When a government fails to deliver basic necessities, the result is either the toppling of power or a brutal crackdown. So says history.

Imagine a circle. At the top is Totalitarianism, at the bottom is Chaos. Dictators rule totalitarianisms, and gangs, mobs and the war of each against all thrive in Chaos. Through the middle of the circle is what we might call the temperate zone. It respects the concept that those ruled ought to have a say in their rulers – or, ‘no taxation without representation’; that rulers should be accountable to the rule of law; that the judiciary – those interpreting and implementing the laws – should not be controlled by a dictator; and that freedom of religion, freedom to debate and freedom of peaceful assembly are sacrosanct.

[image: The exhibit explores the interconnection between totalitarianism, the temperate zone, chaos, and various political positions, ranging from the political right to the extreme left and extreme right.]
From the temperate zone there’s an arrow going up to Totalitarianism on the political right, and one on the political left. You can get there either way. (Hitler was elected, to begin with. The USSR began with communitarian communism but ended with the dictatorships of Stalin and his successors.) There are also two arrows going down towards Chaos, on left and right. Upset the balance of the temperate zone, find yourself in a civil war, witness a breakdown of the institutions that keep things running – the supply chain, the tax department, health care, the schools – and Chaos will be the result.

[image: The exhibit explores the interconnection between dictatorship, the temperate zone, chaos, and various political positions, ranging from the political right to the extreme left and extreme right.]
From Chaos, there are two big arrows going all the way up to Dictatorship, one on the right and one on the left, because when things get too chaotic and no democratic institutions work any longer, people will accept the abolishment of their former rights just so they can live and eat. (The conditions leading to the appointment of Julius Caesar as dictator in ancient Rome are instructive: too much civil war, followed by more civil war once he was assassinated.)

Which is why both the extreme right and the extreme left try to create as much chaos as possible: it gives them a better shot at a dictatorship. They say things like ‘Burn it all down’ and ‘Only I can fix it.’ Each has an ingrained contempt for ordinary people (‘useful idiots’, ‘sheep’, ‘parasites’ and so forth), a firm belief in their own divine right to rule (only they are pure, true, just and good), and each proceeds to purge any enemies from the other side, as well as any lukewarm slackers or potential rivals from their own side.

How close are we to the great big arrows? Depends where you live. If in Canada, not very close: the zeal for dictatorship doesn’t seem strong at the moment. In the United States, too close: the extremist right already has a plan to make Donald Trump dictator for life, and it includes widespread purges and the bringing of all branches of government under the direct control of the president. This is to be done in the name of an Orbán-like faux-Christian ideology, which bears as much relation to the core tenets of Christianity as gravel does to breakfast. Those working to enact this plan will attempt to weaken or abolish as many democratic institutions as they can, so they can say, ‘Look, democracy doesn’t work! It’s broken!’ You’d almost think these folks want to destroy their own country.

What is the antidote? Educate people about the hazards. Strengthen essential democratic institutions. Diminish the possibility for Chaos by combating the effects of climate change and enabling a more widespread material prosperity. Call the bluff.

Margaret Atwood, whose work has been published in more than forty-five countries, is the author of over fifty works of fiction, poetry, critical essays and graphic novels, including The Handmaid’s Tale, Cat’s Eye and The MaddAddam Trilogy. Her latest novel, The Testaments, is a co-winner of the 2019 Booker Prize. She is the recipient of the Peace Prize of the German Book Trade, the Franz Kafka International Literary Prize and the PEN Centre USA Lifetime Achievement Award, among others. Her latest collection of short stories is Old Babes in the Wood.





WHY DEMOCRACY FAILED IN AFGHANISTAN

Adela Raz

When I was initially asked if I wished to write on the subject of democracy from the perspective of Afghanistan, my immediate answer was yes. I am Afghan, and was both the first woman to hold the office of permanent representative of my country to the United Nations, and Afghanistan’s last ambassador to the United States, in 2021–2. However, I was also puzzled: what can one possibly add to the discourse on democracy in Afghanistan? Failure seems to dominate the narrative, most notably since the imposition of an autocratic regime under the Taliban in August 2021. Yet for someone like me, who is deeply passionate about democracy, failure becomes not just a reason but perhaps the only reason to write – because despite the challenges and setbacks, my commitment remains unwavering.

First, it is important to distinguish between the failure in Afghanistan as a democratic failure and as a political failure. The shortcomings and impediments experienced in Afghanistan are predominantly political in nature, stemming from complex internal strife, external interventions and historical legacies. Democracy, as an ideal, didn’t fail in Afghanistan; rather, it was the political structures and processes that failed to adequately support and sustain democratic principles. Second, to those with an intimate understanding of the Afghan people and their aspirations, it is evident that, given the opportunity, they would gravitate towards democracy, and a progressive form of democracy. The notion that Afghans have rejected democracy is fundamentally flawed and unfair.

Instead, to get to the real root causes of the failure, we must examine various elements, among which one stands out prominently: the chosen democratic structure for Afghanistan. Following the events of 9/11 and amid the backdrop of civil unrest and fragmentation within the nation, Western policymakers advocated for a centralised power structure, in effect a presidential elected autocracy in which the president was nominally elected but wielded a significant amount of power.

Thirteen years ago, in my senior thesis, I argued that such a framework would prove unsustainable, especially for a society as diverse and complex as Afghanistan’s. In a country where more than forty different languages are spoken among a multitude of ethnic and tribal groups, the imposition of a centralised power, while well intentioned, failed to sufficiently account for the country’s historical divisions and cultural diversity. What was needed was an inclusive approach that could better accommodate the various interests and grievances within Afghan society.

The insistence on a centralised power structure also overlooked the lessons of history, particularly Afghanistan’s past experiences with authoritarian rule and the subsequent backlashes from marginalised groups. Since 1973, following the end of King Zahir Shah’s monarchy, in Afghanistan political transitions have been marred by violence, with leaders facing assassination attempts or coups, or plunging the nation into civil wars. The notion that centralisation would ensure stability was inaccurate.

At the time, several scholars, including the Harvard economist Robert Barro, raised compelling arguments against the feasibility of establishing a democratic government in Afghanistan, cautioning President Bush against supporting such a venture. Barro’s perspective, articulated in 2002, emphasised the importance of high income levels for the success and stability of democracy – a criterion Afghanistan did not meet. Additionally, he contended that the makeup of Afghanistan’s society undermined the prospects for a functional democracy. Instead, he argued, ‘The United States ought not to plan for a postwar Afghanistan that has functioning democratic institutions. A more realistic plan would focus on finding, or at least accepting, an efficient authoritarian regime that would provide political stability and improve economic conditions.’1

During the formulation of Afghanistan’s constitution and the design of its political framework between 2002 and 2004, expatriates echoing Barro’s sentiments chose a middle path between authoritarianism and a liberal democracy – advocating for a centralised democratic government as the optimal synthesis. This model concentrated power in the hands of a single individual, with the expectation that he would unify the nation and establish a robust government. What was ignored was the inherent risk associated with entrusting unchecked power to a single individual. It was like mandating for the Afghan people, through the constitution, the election of an autocratic system.

As events unfolded, it became evident that if this individual chose to prioritise their political interests over the welfare of the nation, the consequences could be dire. The consolidation of power enabled self-serving actions rather than fostering national development and unity. The failure to anticipate and mitigate the risks associated with a centralised political elite ultimately led to the exploitation of authority for personal gain, undermining the very foundations of democracy in Afghanistan.

When a political structure is installed from outside that does not align with the realities on the ground, it will inevitably lead to failure. In Afghanistan, alongside factors such as widespread corruption, weak institutions and insufficient economic development, the lack of confidence and public support for a political system imposed from outside, by those who did not truly understand the country, was an important reason for failure.

It is essential to clarify that this lack of confidence should not be misunderstood as a rejection of democracy by the Afghan people, but rather as a growing lack of faith that it was working for them. Electoral data from the presidential elections of 2004, 2009, 2014 and 2019 reveals a gradual decline in voter turnout.2 This reflects the fact that despite significant expenditure on campaigning, infrastructure and resource distribution, people had begun to perceive that their votes carried diminishing weight. This erosion of confidence was exacerbated by a perception that decisions were being made by foreign figures, or other expatriates and those in power, rather than by regular Afghan citizens through their votes.

For instance, in 2014, during the election dispute between Abdullah Abdullah and Ashraf Ghani, the US secretary of state, John Kerry, brokered a deal to establish a unity government. This created a question for all those who voted, as it appeared that their votes were disregarded. Similarly, following the 2019 election and its ensuing crisis, secretary of state Mike Pompeo had to intervene. While these interventions were deemed necessary at the time, to many ordinary Afghans they underscored the presumption that their votes held little significance compared to decisions from outside.

This disconnect between electoral participation and meaningful outcomes fostered cynicism among the Afghan people, undermining their faith in the democratic processes. Addressing this issue required not only combating corruption and bolstering institutions, but also restoring public trust by ensuring that citizens felt empowered to shape their own future through meaningful participation in the electoral process.

This pervasive sense of mistrust has not been limited to Afghanistan, but is also evident globally in the run-up to the elections of 2024. Particularly among the younger generation in various countries, there is a diminishing belief in the power of their vote. This scepticism originates from the assumption that, once elected, politicians will prioritise their own political agendas over the commitments they make prior to the elections.

This sentiment is visible in the United States, with a significant fear looming that voter turnout may decline compared to previous years, partly because of the perceived lack of compelling alternatives in the upcoming election. With the choice seemingly narrowed down to two candidates – President Biden and former president Trump – many voters feel disappointed. Depending on where you fall in the political spectrum, both candidates have failed to deliver satisfactory outcomes when in power, leading many to believe that their vote will yield little substantive difference, as one of the candidates will inevitably emerge victorious.

Across the world, the prevailing impression is often one of scepticism towards traditional political processes and institutions, fuelled by a perception of disconnectedness between elected officials and the electorate. ‘They are all the same,’ people say, or ‘They only care about themselves, not about us.’ Addressing this crisis of confidence in democratic systems means not only providing viable alternative candidates but also reinvigorating trust in the electoral process itself through meaningful engagement and transparent governance.

Afghanistan, in this regard, is an important example for us all: Afghans did not reject democracy; rather, the imposed form of democratic governance failed to resonate with the needs and aspirations of the people it was supposed to represent. Among many contributing factors, this disconnect stands out as a primary reason for democracy’s inability to take root and flourish in Afghanistan. Elsewhere, it might damage democracies already long established.

A crucial element for the sustainability of democracy is also the establishment of robust, accountable institutions. Sadly, in Afghanistan inadequate investment and inattention to long-term institution-building strategies perpetuated weak governance structures. Instead of prioritising sustainable solutions, resources often went towards short-term fixes, further undermining the potential for a functional democracy.

In countries such as the United States, strong institutions have consistently played a critical role in safeguarding democracy during times of crisis. However, there is a genuine concern that if these institutions are manipulated to favour or align with the ruling party, the actual risk of democratic erosion is heightened. When the system of checks and balances is weakened or tailored to suit specific interests, the accountability of those in power diminishes, precipitating a dangerous decline.

Afghanistan’s experience underscores a broader truth: any system of governance, whether democratic or authoritarian, must align with the society it governs. The recent transition to religious autocracy under the Taliban, with the consequent enormous loss of rights and freedoms for the Afghan people, especially women, highlights the repercussions of a structure lacking support and failing to reflect the public’s aspirations – which will always lead to failure. The absence of women and youth, constituting the two largest demographics in the country (youth representing 70 per cent and women approximately 50 per cent of the population), in any future political framework would mean that it could once again collapse. And Afghan society is changing – most notably through the influence of social media on young people, and the growing sense of political agency among Afghan women. This will undoubtedly impact the viability of any democratic structure implemented in the future.

Essentially, the sustainability of governance systems in Afghanistan, or any nation, hinges on their authenticity, inclusivity and alignment with the people’s needs and ambitions. Without genuine societal buy-in and a clear reflection of people’s values and priorities, no governance structure can endure in the long term – especially if it is imposed from outside or by force.


Notes


	1 Robert J. Barro, ‘Democracy in Afghanistan? Don’t Hold Your Breath’, Hoover Digest: Research and Opinion on Public Policy, 30 April 2002, https://www.hoover.org/research/democracy-afghanistan-dont-hold-your-breath.

	2 International Idea, Voter Turnout Database (Afghanistan, period 2004–2009, presidential election), https://www.idea.int/data-tools/data/country?country=1&database_theme=293.
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IN THAT TOP

Aditi Mittal


CHARACTERS

Father: Mr Shivkamal Agarwal, 66, retired, with a lush head of black-and-white hair. He loves his daughter, and also anything that will help him smooth out his bowel movements.

Daughter: Seema Agarwal, 35. She loves her father and her job, because one gives her a break from the other.

Washerman: 40, grizzled, but smiley. No name: he’s defined by his job.

[image: The exhibit features a woman seated in a room, smiling in a relaxed pose.]
[image: The exhibit showcases an elderly man seated in a room, holding a bowl in one hand and a spoon in the other.]
Aditi Mittal as Daughter (top) and Father (bottom)





SCENE

An upper middle-class living-room home in Mumbai, India, on a Tuesday morning. Shivkamal in his pyjamas is on his rocking chair, enjoying his morning cup of tea, bowl of yogurt and newspaper. Seema walks out of her bedroom in formal trousers and a sleeveless silk cowl-neck top, work bag in hand. She pauses at the shoe rack by the door to put on her work sandals.



Shivkamal

(Peering over the newspaper at Seema)

Where are you going … in that top?



Seema

I can do what I want! This is a democracy.*




Shivkamal

And if something happens to you then the father of democracy will come to save you? The father of democracy, that Greek fellow called … Client-is-, Clein-this … Look it up! See, I have nothing against the Greeks, they gave us this great yogurt …

(Motions in the direction of the bowl of yogurt on the table that was really just minding its own business till then)

… which is very good for bowel movement.*

(Shivkamal shovels an enthusiastic spoonful into his mouth to prove a point)

But all this democracy nonsense … for the people, of the people, by the people … except women and commoners … because they were not people at that time. You are both!

(Seema is focused on strapping her sandal on, and tunes in and out of this rant, which is clearly a variation on the many that her dad has gone on before) Even when the name ‘democracy’ came out, that time it was democracy in name only. So now is not the time for you to walk out of the house, not in that top.

(Seema sighs, indulgent and exasperated at the same time)



Seema

What about my freedom of expression?



Shivkamal

It is not your expression I’m worried about, my child, it’s other people’s expressions on your ‘freedom of expression’ with that top that I care about! ‘Freedom of expression.’ Ha! Don’t throw that in my face! We are the world’s largest democracy … For the people, of the people, by the people.



Seema

That’s because we also have the largest number of people in the world, Pa.




Shivkamal

Exactly! So many people to take care of, so then why should the woman on the street care about your right to agitate your father and ‘freedom of expression’? She cannot dip her chapati in a tiny little bowl of democracy and eat it.

(Shivkamal does a terrible, high-pitched impression of what he imagines a woman on the street eating a bowl of democracy would sound like)

Oh wow, delicious, this tastes like ‘power of the people’!

(Digs with a vengeance into the last dregs of that poor bowl of yogurt)

Democracy is for people who have full stomachs and rich fathers.



Seema

But Papa – you can care for more than one thing at the same time, you know?



Shivkamal

Nobody cares more than us. And what has all this caring gotten us so far? In all these international meet-ups, like these BRICs and TRICS and NATO and PLATO and all? They ruffle our hair and pinch our cheeks.

(Condescendingly) So cute, aww, little baby. Who’s the world’s largest democracy?

Others build their empires using the excuse of democracy, and because they make the rules, they get to use them as weapons! They will raise their economic values while we are the keeper of their moral values, huh?

It’s this democracy nonsense that has kept us poor and then they will finger-wag at us to save water.

(Shivkamal launches into the same voice that he did in his previous impression, but this time he is implying that this is what first-world-country representatives at climate summits sound like) Indians should not wash their bums. Think of all the poor billionaires that don’t have artificial snow slopes to ski down.

(Licks the last of the yogurt off the spoon)

Bah! And then they say we give democracy a bad name? How rich of them … which is what they are. Even their moral fibre is made from threads they have stolen from others.

(The doorbell rings. Seema walks over to answer it. We see the Washerman.* Forty years old, a grizzled yet smiling man, he is holding a large stack of neatly ironed clothes in his hands)



Seema

Yes?



Washerman

Sharma’s clothes.




Seema

(Very irritated now) This is Agarwal’s house. (She points to the nameplate on the door that says ‘Agarwals’.) Tch, can’t you see? Or do you just go around pressing any buttons without looking or understanding?*



Washerman

Why are you shouting? We all make mistakes … This is a democracy.†

(He waddles away with his large pile of ironed clothes)



Shivkamal

(He is watching the interaction as much as he can from the vantage point of his rocking chair)

See? This is why we need a dictatorship.*



Seema

(Shuts the door and turns back to him)

Yeah, our ancestors must’ve really enjoyed being enslaved by the British, which is why we want that back … but now with our homemade tyrants!



Shivkamal

Don’t argue with me.



Seema

The only way you want a dictatorship is if you are the dictator. At least now we have a choice!



Shivkamal

The illusion of choice.




Seema

Well, that’s what keeps you hopeful and engaged.



Shivkamal

And what have you gotten with all this hope and engagement?



Seema

A democracy … and a chance to have this discussion with you, my cutie pie.



Shivkamal

(Gesturing to her outfit)

Why are you wanting to put your body out on the line for a world that does not want to accommodate your humanity?



Seema

Because one day it will. It’s not perfect and it’s not going to happen overnight, but knowing that that day is coming makes it worth it. The world can make a woman, Papa, but only in a democracy can a woman make her own world.




Shivkamal

Live life a little: all this idealism will be gone.



Seema

(Seema smiles at him, shakes her head indulgently and walks out, but not before saying)

Papa, please remember to take your medicines. (Shivkamal leans back in his chair and turns on the radio)



(It is early evening. Seema returns from work. Shivkamal is dozing in his rocking chair, exhausted from a long day of rocking in the chair. There are now two empty bowls of yogurt on the table beside him.*)



Seema

Pa? Pa!

(Shivkamal startles awake, the cobwebs clearing from his head)




Seema

Did you take your medicines?

(He’s about to answer when she launches into a tirade. The fact that they are related is very obvious in how they both have the same ranting style.)



Seema

Papa, you know you’re meant to take your medicines with consistency. That’s the only way they’re going to be effective. The doctors have told you time and again that you need to do this because you don’t want to go to hospital again! Flirting with the nurses … do you know how awkward it gets? Playing Ludo with everyone, telling people you can cure cancer with ginger? Papa, please.

(Shivkamal, trying to get a word in sideways to defend himself, finally wakes up)



Shivkamal

Don’t teach me all this. I can do what I want. This is a democracy.




Seema

Great! And then who will come to save you? The mother of democracy?

(Shivkamal tuts at her, lifts himself out of his rocking chair and walks away to the adjacent bedroom to continue his nap)

Aditi Mittal is a comedian, writer and actor. She has produced two stand-up specials for Netflix, Things They Wouldn’t Let Me Say and Girl Meets Mic, and her third special, Mother of Invention, is available on Amazon Prime. She has performed at the Edinburgh Fringe, the UK Melbourne International Comedy Festival and at the Soho Theatre in London.



* I get that you’re wondering why she’s suddenly brought up democracy. ‘This is a democracy’ is the Indian way of declaring, ‘It’s a free country.’ With only seventy-seven years of democracy under our belt, we’re still tasting the word every time we say it, like a child that learns a new word and wants to say it many times just to find out where it applies and where it sticks. Linguistically, we’re still in the honeymoon period with democracy.

* He is right. Greek yogurt contains probiotics that are very good for diarrhoea as well as constipation. It contains several active cultures, much like Greece itself!

* ‘Washerman’ is a weird thing to call anyone and makes him sound like he’s in a Sondheim musical. But Washerman is a staple in every Indian home. He’s the guy who comes to your house, takes your clothes once they’re washed, dried by you, and irons them creaseless and crisp and then returns them right to your doorstep. In temperate climates especially, all the materials are very easily crumpled, and therefore we have the Washerman. Ironically for his name, Washerman does not do any washing, but does all the ironing. The English translation name for that would be ‘iron man’. And we cannot risk any legal notices from a corporate movie studio that I bet has already trademarked the phrase – so we will call him Washerman.

* A play on the button of the doorbell, and the buttons of the voting machine.

† Refer to the first note for the pattern. Across different classes, castes and ages we love to use that word. It could mean wearing a top, or it could be demanding to be spoken to with kindness even if we make mistakes. It’s all ‘democracy’.

* I am told by my Nigerian friends that this is also a common refrain from their older male relatives. Older men seem to love dictators.

* At this point we do not know if he has constipation or diarrhoea, but assume the first bowl of yogurt was to cure diarrhoea. It worked so well that it pushed him all the way to constipation. The second bowl was to cure that constipation.






WHY WE SHOULD JOIN THINGS

Yuan Yang

In 2016, the year of two history-making votes in the UK and US, I was posted to Beijing as a foreign correspondent for the Financial Times. On my trips back home to the UK, I was often asked whether Chinese citizens have different interior lives to those in Western democracies. What does it feel like to live under authoritarianism? Do people think of themselves as individuals, with individuated rights, freedoms and futures?

Living in the capital of the world’s most successful capitalist experiment, with cut-throat competition in both education and professional workplaces, I felt if anything an abundance of individualism. There is the overbearing pressure on individual children, parents, consumers, workers to do better than one’s peers. Each person has their ambitions; each their hidden dreams; each their struggles. What each person does not have, and what I missed the most about leaving my own democracy, was the ability to join with others in pursuing common desires. In short, what I missed was not so much the freedom to be an individual, but the freedom to be part of a collective.

In the UK, on my free evenings or weekends, I’d likely be spending my time in some kind of community. It could be anything on the scale of casual to highly organised: a drink with some friends, a discussion group, a concert, a campaign event. A drink with some friends that turns into a campaign event. In China, collectives are organised with care, in the knowledge they could be scrutinised intensely – especially collectives involving foreign journalists. Any collective with an ambition that extends too far outside of its own immediate desires is prone to state intervention. This includes spiritual desires. A few weeks after I arrived in Beijing, I started going to a meditation group, recommended to me by a member of the worldwide Buddhist community inspired by Thich Nhat Hanh, the popular Vietnamese Buddhist author. Upon arrival in the airy, sunlit meditation hall, I was told not to post any photos of the space that might disclose its location.

In China, I was increasingly cut off from one of my most basic instincts: to gather friends to make sense of the world around us in constructive ways. Instead, I organised a lot of hiking trips and karaoke nights. When I say a lot, I mean a lot. This was a good life, in many ways. I sometimes think about it nowadays in my life as parliamentary candidate, after spending weeks organising leaflet deliveries. But it was also an artificial life, imposed on me by the government of the country I lived in, and it is not, I believe, a full life.

Social gatherings with friends can, and often do, turn to political discussions. Indeed, in Beijing I also organised many political discussion groups and documentary nights (amazingly not derailed by my uncanny ability to pick terrible documentaries).

So long as they fitted into my living room, this was fine. Filling public spaces became increasingly difficult over the time I spent in Beijing. Art venues had to call off events; musicians on tour had songs rejected by censors. Often one would not try to organise something in the first place, preferring not to put effort into something that could be called off. In the late 2010s, a feminist workshop I attended, on how bystanders can prevent sexual violence, took place in a pub; the venue’s owner was later approached by the police. After 2020, I believe the organisers would simply not have tried to host it in a public venue at all. I used to teach English-language debating to university students, and together with a group of friends I set up a women-only debating workshop, which we held three summers in a row on a Beijing university campus. In 2019 we carefully worded several of the topics of debate to avoid overt signalling of a feminist agenda. After 2020, the increasing government suspicion towards feminist activity would have killed it off, had the Covid-19 pandemic not made such gatherings impossible.

China became decisively more authoritarian in the six years I spent there, with the most important inflection points being the crackdown on democracy in Hong Kong from 2019 and the pandemic. But years before I arrived, the erasure of collective life had already begun. In Mobilizing without the Masses, the academic Diana Fu describes the tactics used by the government to divide activists, and the strategies activist communities employ in turn to survive. Collective actions are broken down into individual ones; as any Chinese labour activist will tell you, cases have to be presented before an employer as individual cases, about individual rights and obligations, even if larger groups are affected, as is usually the case in employment disputes. Gathering a group of workers together turns a legal activity into a political one. Strikes flourish across China, of the illegal or wildcat variety, but protests with nationwide reach, such as the striking Walmart workers in 2016, are extremely rare. Once resistance becomes too systematic, the security state takes an interest.

The punishment for collective organising is to be individually isolated. A friend of mine, whom I shall call Sam, was on the periphery of a coordinated nationwide campaign by university students in 2018 to support striking workers at an electronics factory. The students deemed by the police to be core organisers were put in solitary confinement, then later released on the condition they did not contact their peers. As a result, Sam lost her former colleagues and friends. She had no one with whom to grieve, process trauma, pick over the pieces, and no one to start afresh with. All, of course, by design.

Skipping over the border to Hong Kong, in the days before the pandemic and the crackdown deeply wrecked collective life there, I would feel relief when walking past the loudspeaker noise of political protest, or when entering the gathered silence of Hong Kong Quaker Meeting. I became a Quaker after university, having spent my adolescence completely opposed to the idea of joining things. I am an individual! proclaimed my teenage self. I had my individual thoughts, and I wanted to preserve them, against the compromise of group identity.

I carried on thinking my own thoughts, but as a student I became more interested in developing and acting on them with other people: with the feminist group on campus, with my colleagues in the student union. After I finished my master’s degree, I started joining things. I had attended Oxford Quaker Meeting throughout university, and then Westminster Meeting during my master’s degree in London. Many people go to Quaker Meeting all their lives without ever feeling the need to officially join the membership. Indeed, the Religious Society of Friends is devotedly anti-ceremonial; there is no confirmation, no baptism, no fanfare made of membership. What tipped me over into joining was the prospect of spending a year studying in Beijing in 2013, and knowing that there I would not have the option to join anything like a Quaker Meeting. Once back from Beijing, I took to joining other things that would have been outright impossible in China: a trade union (the National Union of Journalists) and a parliamentary project (the Labour Party).

Democracy, of course, is only possible through collectives. Political change originates in consciousness-raising, in identifying shared concerns and common experiences, and culminates with organising towards a goal. If voters cast their ballots without a sense of the community they are voting for, without imagining themselves as part of a collective story, that would not be a rich form of democracy. It would be more like an exercise in consumerism, ordering an item for yourself off the shelf, privately browsing an online marketplace. Indeed, it would be near-impossible to sustain such a mindset and still feel the need to vote at all. The organised expression of collective interests is what gives shape and meaning to democracy, and requires trust, continuity, structure – and the willingness of people to join things.

Yuan Yang is the Labour Party’s parliamentary candidate for Earley and Woodley constituency. She was the Financial Times’s Europe-China correspondent and the deputy chief of the Financial Times’s Beijing bureau. She is the founder of Rethinking Economics, a campaign which promotes a more relevant economics curriculum that reflects the real world in schools. Sam’s story, and those of three other Chinese women, are the subject of Yuan Yang’s forthcoming book, Private Revolutions: Coming of Age in a New China.





NOTES OF A WARTIME CHILD ON DEMOCRACY

Vjosa Osmani

When you’ve known darkness and complete devastation, there’s a burning drive inside you that keeps you going as you hope for better, brighter, more promising days.

Unfortunately, in every era, democracy has been tested by the forces of tyranny and oppression and by those who seek to undermine its transformative power. Yet democracy always endures. It becomes more resilient and robust because, at its core, democracy is about the spirit of the people. It’s about their dreams, their aspirations.

One of the youngest democracies in the world, the Republic of Kosovo, recently marked sixteen years of independence. Young yet resilient, Kosovo continues to demonstrate how a people’s fortunes can be transformed when they are afforded a path to independence, freedom and democracy.

From 1989, when the Miloseviü regime abolished all of the constitutional rights of the people of Kosovo, we faced unimaginable violations of our basic human rights. All our freedoms, from our right to education to our right to work, were stripped away, in an attempt to destroy us as a people. I was only seven years old when this started, and just like all of the other children in Kosovo, I had to live through these difficult times, including the horrors of a genocidal war waged against my people in 1998–99 by the Miloseviü regime. Democracy seemed like a distant dream then, but certainly one that was worth fighting for with every fibre of our being.

As I tried to navigate this harsh reality, I always remembered the expression that defined my upbringing: ‘Remember, times might not always be easy, but as long as you carry on, democracy will carry on too. Democracy lives in you.’ With this in mind, I always felt personally responsible for carrying on and for making sure that I encouraged everyone around me to do the same. Today, I am the president of Kosovo, the second woman in history to hold that office.

But back then, we knew too well what the opposite of democracy brings. From a young age, our experience of living under the Miloseviü regime, where your day-to-day rights were continuously undermined, taught me the value of democracy and the pain of its absence. Democracy meant freedom. You wanted to be a part of it. You wanted to contribute to it. You certainly wanted to make sure it carried on. If you stood up for democracy, you stood up for what you thought was right. For us, there was no halfway house to democracy and freedom.

Emerging from the ashes of a war, Kosovo’s journey was indeed challenging. However, our path was always illuminated by the unwavering aspiration and commitment to peace, equality and prosperity.

Being nothing short of the most existential ingredient to a successful, thriving and evolving society, democracy stands firmly as the antidote to tyranny, the bulwark against oppression and the guarantor of our most cherished and valuable freedoms.

It is not merely the best system of governance that humanity has known, but it also embodies the very essence of who we are as a people. It is a way of life – a way of life that empowers us to shape our own destiny and to build a better future for all.

Therefore, to the people of Kosovo, democracy was always the sole answer and the only choice. Even in our darkest times, it was in the pursuit of democratic values that we found solace. There is no chapter of our modern history that is not defined by the relentless pursuit for more democracy. Stronger democracy. Resilient democracy.

The history of Kosovo also teaches us the importance of alliances in defending democracy. In fact, it is precisely because the world’s democracies did not stand still while the people of Kosovo were facing unimaginable horrors that today we can enjoy the results that democracy yields. My country’s success is a testament to what democracies achieve when they stand together in the face of tyranny and oppression.

At the forefront of this transformative endeavour stand the women of Kosovo, who are not just active participants in state building, but are also vigorously contributing to reshaping the state. History tends to minimise or even erase the role of women – but women were central to our peaceful resistance and liberation struggle, and equally so today, women remain central to our day-by-day progress. The history of our country and the history of our women evolved hand in hand. The role of women in shaping Kosovo’s young democracy has been vital. Yet as we’ve come to understand, democracy isn’t a given. It is a responsibility, a responsibility to protect, to uplift, to defend, to support, but most importantly, a responsibility to act.

Fortunately, our women never shied away from acting. From the halls of public institutions to the streets where history is made, the contributions of women in Kosovo’s journey are both profound and undeniable. They understood too well that where there is consistency, persistence, unity and ambition, democracy always wins. Whether through seeking justice, breaking barriers, leading community transformation or innovating for social good, the women of Kosovo know that democracy is not just an ideal: it is an action.

So, they are organising, they are mobilising, they are protesting and they are raising their voices not just for gender equality, but also for climate justice, for economic equity and for a world where every individual, regardless of their background, can reach their potential. These young women are not waiting for an invitation to take the lead; they lead by setting an example in every way that they can. Their energy and vision are exactly what our democracy needs in order to face the challenges of the twenty-first century.

I meet these strong women, bold women, courageous women, unstoppable women, every single day. Amazed by their determination to stop at nothing, I can’t stop but wonder what this world would have looked like had it not been for the limitations imposed by patriarchy or socially built norms. It is liberating to see them work, succeed, walk historic paths – to witness their success and the outcomes of their unwavering commitment and the unparalleled eagerness to walk new miles of success.

Their resilience is inspiring, and, at the same time, so familiar to me. I was raised with it. I’ve seen it in the eyes of my grandmothers and my mother, in the determination of my teacher, in the strength of the survivors of wartime sexual violence, in the tearful eyes of the mothers of the forcefully disappeared, in the echoing voice of the women of our liberation struggle and in the unparalleled determination of our young women to continuously shatter glass ceilings. In all these women I see the true colours of democracy, for democracy is everything but monochrome. And certainly, democracy is not a one-way street, nor an isolated endeavour.

As I reflect on the state of democracy around the world, the story of Kosovo and its pioneering women serves as a powerful testament to the strength of the human spirit. It is a call to action to embrace the contributions of women in shaping a democratic, equitable and vibrant present, and a promising future.

In pursuit of more growth and prosperity, the importance of women and indeed young women in forming and preserving a healthy democracy is unparalleled. When women step forward, they ignite change that resonates from the corridors of power to the streets of our communities.

We must never take democracy for granted, and we must relentlessly protect it. A country and a democracy are not stronger because of any one individual or leader, or any single reform. A country’s strength comes from the collective strength of its people. In recognising and uplifting the role of women, and particularly young women, we acknowledge that our democracies are only as strong as the participation and representation that they foster.

Dr Vjosa Osmani Sadriu is the sixth President of the Republic of Kosovo. In the 2021 elections, she became the most voted for politician in the history of elections in Kosovo. Prior to that, she was a five-time Member of Parliament and she served as the first woman Speaker of Parliament. With a steadfast commitment to strengthening democracy and the rule of law, her presidency is marked by her proactive approach in enhancing Kosovo’s international standing. During her tenure as President, she’s committed to advancing human rights and gender equality, with a particular focus in advancing the role of women in peace and security processes. As an advocate for sustainable development, she actively promotes impactful green energy solutions and climate action measures.
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