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Democracy unto the Earth, Liberty unto Mankind?

An examination of illiberal democracy at the turn of the Century


Over the course of the last century, the world has experienced multiple waves of democratization wherein former imperial colonies, seceded states, even autocratic regimes and dictatorships have attempted to reform their political systems to accommodate electoral choice and majority rule. As democracy is related inextricably with the civility, law-abiding, rich and prosperous societies of Western Europe, the United States and Canada, it is seen as a progressive step for any state. Only truly modern and developed countries are democracies, or so most would think. And it is this perception that confuses people around the world – especially those so desperately trying to achieve and enjoy its wonders. But clearly, democracy in and of itself is not enough. The civility, law-abiding, rich and prosperous nations of the northern hemisphere comes not from free elections or a popularly-elected leader, but from liberalism. It is a combination of both democratic and liberal tenets that makes these societies the envy of the world; to assume that democracy alone will lead to any of these is presumptuous at best, quite possibly naïve. Merely calling free elections in Indonesia does not make it an up-and-coming Canada. Likewise, simply offering civil liberties in Hong Kong does not make it another Britain. The two are intertwined, and become one – a liberal democracy. 


The obsessive quest to assist in the dissemination of democratic values and system protocols throughout the rest of the world by democratic preachers in the West has neglected this fundamental aspect. World democratization has become the political cliché of the century, but what good is a free vote with nothing else attached? If every other basic civil, political, social and economic right is being trampled on, it is of little consolation that the stampeding forces in power were put there by the people. Clearly, in a multitude of instances, legitimately elected governments have ignored constraints to their power and have undermined or deprived citizens of their rights and freedoms. 


Two major contending authors, Fareed Zakaria, Managing Editor of Foreign Affairs, and Marc F. Plattner, Co-editor of the Journal of Democracy deal with the issue democratization has brought with it – that of democracies which are less liberal than many autocracies, lacking liberty that is intrinsically part of a democratic society. As Zakaria suggests, “From Peru to the Palestinian Authority, from Sierra Leone to Slovakia, from Pakistan to the Philippines, we see the rise of a disturbing phenomenon in international life – illiberal democracy”.
 As he also contends, a liberal democracy is more than just a system of free and fair elections, it is a system bound by the rule of law, a separation of powers and the “protection of basic liberties of speech, assembly, religion and property”.
 It is as much liberally defined as it is democratic, perhaps even more so. Plattner puts it even more succinctly: “The word “liberal” in the phrase liberal democracy refers not to the matter of who rules but to the matter of how that rule is exercised”.
 Consequently, the phenomenon of illiberal democracy stems from a severely understated existence of these critical liberal notions. In fact, the liberal democracies of today operate and prosper primarily under the aegis of liberalism in its refined and protected form – that of constitutional liberalism.


The level of tolerance for the increasingly commonplace illiberal democracies seems to outweigh the tolerance for liberal autocracies, which by most measures are more humane, orderly and civil than any of the former. Still, one must bear in mind the reality of our times; the age of mass media thrives on video images and audio clips, and compared to the dubious possibility of expressing the benefits of the rule of law through images and sound, it is far easier to present democracy in action – indeed, “elections are easy to capture on film”.

ROOTS in Western History


Historically, there have existed both nonliberal democracies and liberal nondemocracies
, but while Plattner argues that democracy and liberalism “are not inseparably linked”, clearly the popular notion of democracy includes liberalism and cannot be excluded from it. The traditional and evolving sense of democracy is founded in liberalism, and the tenets of liberal thought that are therefore associated. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. has noted that “democracy is impossible without private ownership because private property – resources beyond the arbitrary reach of the state – provides the only secure basis for political opposition and intellectual freedom”.
 While Schlesinger is referring primarily to the need for private property in a democracy, he does so through the eyes of a Western liberal democrat. Private property is preferable, but by no means is it necessary to have democracy; a substantiated liberal democracy that Canadians, Americans and Britons are familiar with, yes, but a mere electoral democracy – no.


In fact, in the majority of countries in the process of transition from less to more democratic regimes, the “desire for stability, order, and especially economic security may often be as strong or stronger than the desire for freedom and democracy”.
 These people may not own the land or house in which they live, but they are well-fed, feel safe, and have work to occupy themselves. Historically, people tend to their basic needs first before their wants or desires; it would not be a far stretch to assume that in the past and in many countries now, freedom and democracy have been considered lavish political surpluses intended for the rich – those who already have wealth, work, security and stability.


Even Western states at one point resembled liberal autocracies more than democracies. A reflection on the status of most East Asian countries today projects a fairly accurate depiction of most Western governments circa 1900, being a “mix of democracy, liberalism, capitalism, oligarchy and corruption”.
 Clearly, the roots of illiberal democracy are deeply embedded in most societies, including our own.


One must be prudent in making assumptions, however. Simply put, democracy does not necessarily translate into personal liberty nor does it necessarily translate into capitalism, free markets or economic prosperity. These often follow democracy’s path, or precede it as the case often is, but they are as much a part of liberalism as they are democracy. Zakaria seems to assert that liberal democracy is more readily achieved by first achieving capitalism, as Plattner points out that Zakaria “winds up taking the much more familiar view that authoritarian capitalist development is the most reliable”
 route for liberal democracy to evolve. Nevertheless, it is arguable that the liberal principles that define capitalism will also help define an appropriately liberal democracy. By themselves, Paul Goble suggests, “democracies… cannot make anyone rich, and free markets do not by themselves guarantee a democratic form of government. The two may prove to be mutually supportive, but they are not one and the same thing”.

While liberalism and especially constitutional liberalism may engender notions of good government, democracy alone does not; to “have democracy mean, subjectively, ‘a good government’ renders it analytically useless”.
 Evidence of this can be found in any number of democratized states, from Iran to Ethiopia. In Iran, the freely elected parliament imposes severe restrictions on speech, assembly and even dress. The differences in Ethiopia are not great; security forces have been unleashed on journalists as well as political opponents and dissidents by the popularly elected government.
 These states could hardly be accused of operating good governments. Michael Chege, a prominent observer in sub-Saharan Africa, has concluded that the spread of democracy has “overemphasized multiparty elections… and correspondingly neglected the basic tenets of liberal governance”,
 basic tenets which include civil, social and economic liberties. The use of elections can, it would appear, further undermine political and civil liberties in their own right through inequality; while elections allow for popular expression, they also manifest an aristocratic predominance by bringing to power those who tend to be wealthier and better educated. In this respect, “representative or electoral democracy, besides largely eliminating the people from direct participation in self-government, also seems to constitute an aristocratic deviation from political equality”.
 To assume that democracy can, by itself, lead to anything remotely Western in the liberal democratic traditional sense may be a considerable error. Although there are aristocratic and elitist elements at the upper echelons of Western government, it is constitutional liberalism that protects the people from the dangers of democracy, be they ardent bureaucrats or over-zealous leaders. This, in and of itself, is not a flaw of democracy, merely an outcome of public choice.

According to the USIA’s 1998 report entitled “The People Have Spoken: Global Views of Democracy” there are a number of essential components that comprise modern democracy, most of which are more readily related to liberalism than to sheer democracy. Nonetheless, they include such seemingly fundamental factors as a just and equal judicial system; freedoms of speech, press, association and religion; regularly scheduled free multi-party elections; equality of opportunity for both sexes, all races and ethnic minorities; health care and education available to all; and a relatively pervasive degree of economic prosperity.

Indeed, governments should, as Zakaria asserts, be “judged by yardsticks related to constitutional liberalism as well. Economic, civil, and religious liberties are at the core of human autonomy and dignity”.
 Clearly, political choice alone should not determine the efficacy or adequacy of a government or political system; limited electoral choice in Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand has not diminished or undermined the better living standards, quality of life and liberty of their citizens. Certainly, the lack of democratic principles has had far less an impact on those than on dictatorships like Iraq or Libya, or even illiberal democracies such as Ghana or Slovakia.
 

LIBERAL Democracy vs. CONSTITUTIONAL Liberalism


Fareed Zakaria clarifies the distinction between democracy and constitutional liberalism well by stating that, firstly, the tension between the two resides on the breadth of government and state authority, and that secondly, in essence, “Constitutional liberalism is about the limitation of power, democracy about its accumulation and use”.


Arguably, it is constitutional liberalism not democracy that differentiates Western Europe and North American from the rest of the world. Likewise, it is constitutional liberalism that preceded democracy in these instances. Traditionally this has precluded a heated debate concerning the age-old question: what came first? The chicken or the egg – liberal democracy or constitutional liberalism? Such a debate is not nearly as relevant as it may at first appear; what matters more is how each defines the other, and how the two in sync can contribute to make a truly modern, free and secure democratic state. Indeed, the Western example of fully integrated constitutional liberal democracies are best symbolized “not by the mass plebiscite but the impartial judge”.
  And so one can ask the more pertinent question: is either constituent part of the Western model sufficient to accord citizens all the rights and freedoms and securities they demand and deserve? The answer to that is quite obvious.


Through an examination of both liberal democracy and constitutional liberalism, it becomes evident that neither are bound to exist in subordination to the other or simply in co-existence, but in conjunction. This amalgam is best seen in the instance of the so-called “democratic peace”, or as the famed scholar Kant proposed as the “perpetual peace”, a seeming lack of war and violent confrontation between democratic states. Although this is a highly popular notion in the field, it belies a higher aspect of this phenomenon that must be attributed to more than just a shared electoral system – indeed, it must be a like-minded approach to society and its structure, something best described as a mutual acceptance of liberalism, notably constitutionally enshrined liberalism. Michael Doyle has asserted in his 1997 text Ways of War and Peace that without constitutional liberalism, democracy alone “has no peace-inducing qualities” per se. Kant’s primary explanation for the democratic peace between states (or republics) relies heavily on their shared constitutional and liberal character which accounted for a 

… mutual respect for the rights of each other’s citizens, a system of checks and balances assuring that no single leader can drag his country into war, and classical liberal economic policies – most importantly, free trade – which create an interdependence that makes war costly and cooperation useful.


Indeed, liberal democracy and constitutional liberalism, while divergent in origin and conceptual meaning, are inextricably linked to form modern democracy. Zakaria goes so far as to say one without the other presents a formidable risk, in that “democracy without constitutional liberalism is not simply inadequate, but dangerous, bringing with it the erosion of liberty, the abuse of power, ethnic divisions, and even war”.
 One need only to look upon recently democratized Russia to see rampant oligarchies, civil unrest, and widespread violations of rights and securities to prove the point.

ILLIBERAL Democracy vs. LIBERAL Autocracy


This particular debate, in light of the constitutional liberalism versus liberal democracy issue, cannot be ignored easily. In fact, it’s at the very heart of the matter. What would a person prefer? To have elected his government who is now brandishing weapons at him for speaking his mind, or to have watched an autocratic regime rise before him who is now paying him well for work and allowing him to own his house? In this respect, the liberal autocracy seems ever more pleasant and livable – no line-ups on election day either! However, to simply say liberal autocratic governance is preferable in the modern world is not unlike saying horse-drawn carriages are more suited to travel than a Saab or BMW. 

Plattner notes that elections, in and of themselves, require a certain level of guarantee toward personal rights and freedoms in order to take place, such as the freedoms of speech, association and assembly. And while many recently democratized states fall far short of liberalism, overall, “countries that hold free elections are overwhelmingly more liberal than those that do not, and countries that protect civil liberties are overwhelmingly more likely to hold free elections than those that do not”.
 

Nevertheless, Zakaria points out that “the tendency for a democratic government to believe it has absolute sovereignty (that is, power) can result in the centralization of authority, often by extraconstitutional means and with grim results”,
 a blatant threat to the order, civility and liberty of a society. Examples can be readily made of Peru’s Alberto Fujimori, Belarus’ Alexandr Lukashenko and Krygyzstan’s Askar Akayev, all who have encroached upon the civil liberties and rights of their own electorate, arguably at the behest of their electorate.

Plattner’s assessment of the dismal track record of liberal autocracies in economic development is highly debatable. Though most prosperous countries in the modern world are liberal democracies, it would be silly to presume that a state must operate a democratic political system in order to attain some level of economic development, even prosperity. Hong Kong, an example Zakaria offers, is without doubt the epitome of liberal autocratic economic success. Not until 1991 did the regional economic juggernaut hold its first elections, yet Hong Kong has maintained a steadfast rule of law and has respected and protected civil rights and freedoms through its own form of constitutional liberalism. While both authors present fair points, the economic performance of either form of government is not as important as their willingness and ability to afford their populations the treatment, services, and security they so warrant. Simply because a country is an illiberal democracy does not mean it cannot provide food, shelter, safety and a decent way of life for its citizens. Likewise, because a country is a liberal autocracy does not mean it will. The ability of government to support the needs and desires of its people, quite arguably, does not rely on political orientation. All the same, as both authors believe, economic performance is a key indicator of the legitimacy and reliability of either an illiberal democracy or a liberal autocracy.

As Plattner concludes his article, “the road to constitutional liberalism in today’s world runs not through unaccountable autocracies but through freely elected governments”.
 Zakaria, just as much in favour of democracy, argues that it is constitutional liberalism that will lead to democracy and freely elected governments. Clearly, the contending paradigms of democracy at work here offer many insights into the complex realm of what we can safely term as the constitutionally-protected liberal democracy. Nevertheless, the existence of illiberal democracies is not likely to change anytime in the near future, nor will it in the distant unless more is done to affect the spread of both liberal democracy and constitutional liberalism. The spectrum of illiberal democracies is vast, and will likely remain so for many years to come, “ranging from modest offenders like Argentina to near-tyrannies like Kazakstan and Belarus, with countries like Romania and Bangladesh in between”.
 

Indeed, as Zakaria further comments, “Western liberal democracy might prove to be not the final destination on the democratic road, but just one of the many possible exits”.
 It is an exit that Western Europe and North America have chosen, consciously or otherwise. And as it would appear that there exist other off-ramps, even on-ramps to the ‘democratic highway’, other states may find their own way down the path. No matter how it is achieved, when or where, “if a democracy does not preserve liberty and law, that it is a democracy is a small consolation”. That much is true. The idealism of democracy does not have priority over the realism of liberalism; unless voting can provide a good quality of life and a decent standard of living, that a human lives in a democracy serves little purpose. Still, democracy remains a realistic political system and its desirability remains widely supported. As a Canadian living in one of the world’s finest liberal democracies, I am in no position to argue that.
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