THE TAMING OF POWER:
[WHY DEMOCRACY IS THE ONLY FORM OF GOVERNMENT I CAN ACCEPT]
The problem of taming power, is, a very ancient one. The Taoists, thought it insoluble, and advocated anarchism; the Confucians trusted to a certain ethical and government training which should turn the holders of power into wise men endowed with moderation and benevolence.
At the same time in Ancient Greece, democracy, oligarchy and tyranny were contending for supremacy; democracy was intended to check abuses of power, but was perpetually defeating itself by falling victim to the temporary popularity of some demagogue. In the interval since then, the world has tried military autocracy, theocracy, hereditary monarchy, oligarchy, democracy and the rule of saints, - the last of these, after the failure of Cromwell's experiment, having been revived in our own century by Lenin and Hitler. All this suggests that our problem has not yet been solved.
To anyone who studies history or human nature, it must be evident that democracy, while not a complete solution, it is an essential part of the solution.
The   complete  solution   is  not  to  be  found  by  confining  ourselves  to  political   conditions; we must  take account of economics, of propaganda and psychology as affected by circumstances and education.  The merits of democracy are negative:  it does not ensure good government, but merely prevents certain evils.
The oligarchical parliament of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries used its legislative power to increase the wealth of the rich, by depressing the condition of both rural and urban labour. Only democracy has prevented the law from making trade unionism impossible. But for democracy. Western America, Australia and New Zealand would be inhabited by a semi-servile native population governed by a small white aristocracy.
The evils of slavery and serfdom are familiar, and wherever a minority has a secure monopoly of political power, the majority is likely to sink, sooner or later, into either slavery or serfdom. All of history shows that, as might be expected, minorities cannot be trusted to care for the interests of majorities.
There is a tendency, as strong now, as at any former time, to suppose that an oligarchy is admirable if it consists of “good men." The government of the Roman Empire was bad until Constantine, and then it became good! In the book of kings there were those who did right in the sight of the Lord, and those who did evil. In English history as taught to children, there are good kings and bad kings. An oligarchy of Jews is bad, but an oligarchy of Nazis good! The oligarchy of Tsarist aristocrats was bad but that of the Communist Party is good!
This attitude is unworthy of grown up people.
Consequently our own political party consists of good men, and the opposite party of bad men. Good government is government by our own group, bad government by the other group.
Such a point of view, if taken seriously, makes social life impossible. Only force can decide which group is good and which is bad! and the decision when made may at any moment be upset by an insurrection. Neither group, if it attains power, will care for the interests of the other, except in so far as it is controlled by fear of rousing rebellion.
Social life, if it is to be anything better than tyranny, demands certain impartiality.
But   since,   in   many   matters,   collective   action   is   necessary,   the   only   practicable  form of impartiality, in such matters, is the rule of the majority.
Democracy, however, though necessary, is by no means the only political condition required for the taming of power.
It is possible, in a democracy, for the majority to exercise a brutal and wholly unjustified tyranny over a minority. Not only national but a religious or political minority may be persecuted. The safeguarding of minorities, so far as is compatible with orderly government, is an essential part of the taming of power.
The   question   of the   degree of   liberty  that   is   compatible with order   is one that cannot be   settled   in   the   abstract.   The   only   thing   that can   be said   in the abstract   is   that, where there is no technical reason for a collective decision, there should be some strong reason connected with public order if freedom is to be interfered with.
Conservatives, Liberals and Labour people can all live peaceably side by side, because they do not wish to alter the constitution by force; but fascists and communists are more difficult to assimilate.
Where there  is democracy,  attempts of a minority to seize power by force, and incitements to  such attempts,  may be reasonably forbidden,  on the  ground that a  law abiding majority has   a  right to  a  quiet   life,   if   it  can  secure   it.   But there should be toleration of all propaganda   not   involving   incitement   to   break   the   law,   and   the   law   should   be   as tolerant as is compatible with the maintenance of order.
Checks and balances: Where Democracy exists, there is a need to safeguard individuals and minorities against tyranny, both because tyranny is undesirable in itself, and because it is likely to breaches of order. Montesquieu advocacy of the separation of the legislature, executive and judiciary the traditional English belief in checks and balances, Bentham's political doctrines, and the whole of nineteenth century liberalism, were designed to prevent the arbitrary exercise of power.
There is a need of associations to safeguard this or that form of liberty and to bring swift criticism to bear upon officials, police, magistrates and judges who exceed their powers.
in every democracy, individuals and organisations which are intended to have only certain well-defined executive functions are likely if unchecked, to acquire a very undesirable independent power. This is especially true of the police. These evils exist in all countries in a greater or lesser degree.
Economics: I come now to the economic conditions required in order to minimize arbitrary power. Political democracy, while it solves a part of our problems, does not by any means solve the whole. Economic power must be in the hands of the state - but - the state must 'be democratic.
Those who profess, presently to be followers of Marx, have kept only the half of his doctrine, and have thrown over the demand that the state must be democratic. They have therefore concentrated both economic and political power in the hands of an oligarchy, which has become, in consequence, more powerful and more able to exercise tyranny than any oligarchy of the past.
We have seen how, as a result of modern technique, organisations tend to grow and increase their scope; the inevitable consequence is that the political state must either increasingly take over economic functions, or partially abdicate in favour of vast private enterprises which are sufficiently powerful to defy or control it.
If the state does not acquire supremacy over such enterprises, it becomes their puppet, and they become the real state.
The dangers of State Socialism divorced from democracy have been illustrated by the course of events in the former USSR. There are those whose attitude to Russia is one of religious faith; to them, it is impious even to examine the evidence that all is not well in that country. But the arguments from history and psychology have shown how rash it is to expect irresponsible power to be benevolent.
If concentration of power in the state is not to produce the evils of despotism in an extreme form, it is essential that power within the state should be widely distributed, and subordinate groups should have a large measure of autonomy.
Without democracy, devolution and immunity from extra-legal punishment, the control of economic and political power is nothing but a new and appalling instrument of tyranny.
Media: It is obvious that in democracy publicity for grievances must be possible; agitation must be free - provided it does not incite to breaches of the law. There must be ways of impeaching officials who exceed or abuse their powers. The government of the day must not be in a position to secure its own permanence by intimidation, or any other such methods.
There must be no penalty, official or unofficial, for any well-grounded criticism of prominent men. Much of this, at present, is secured by party government in democratic countries, which causes the politicians in power to be objects of hostile criticism by nearly half the country. This makes it impossible for them to commit many crimes to which they might otherwise be prone.
Under socialism put forward by a minority, printing presses and newspapers would belong to the government, and would print only what the government ordered. Can it be assumed as certain, that the government would print attacks on its own policy?
To suppose that irresponsible power, just because it is called socialist or communist, will be freed miraculously from the bad qualities of all arbitrary power in the past, is mere childish nursery psychology.
Psychological: We see that fear, rage and all kinds of violent collective excitement, tend to make men blindly follow a leader, who in most cases, takes advantage of their trust to establish himself as a tyrant. It is therefore essential if democracy is to be preserved, both to avoid circumstances that produce general excitement, and to educate in such a way that the population shall be little prone to moods of this sort.
Where a spirit of ferocious dogmatism prevails, any opinion in which men disagree is liable to provoke a breach of the peace. School boys are apt to ill-treat a boy who has different opinions, or may be considered in any way as odd, and many grown men have not got beyond the mental age of school boys.
Democracy, if it is to succeed, needs a wide diffusion of two qualities, which seem, at first sight, to tend in opposite directions. On the one hand, men must have a certain degree of self-reliance and a certain willingness to back their own judgement; there must be political propaganda in opposite directions, in which many people take part. But on the other hand men must be willing to submit to the decision of the majority when it goes against them. Either of these conditions may fail: - the population may be too submissive, and may follow a vigorous leader into dictatorship: or each party may be too self-assertive, with the result that the nation falls into anarchy.
Every man and woman in a democracy should neither be a slave nor a rebel, but a citizen, that is, a person who has, and allows others, a due proportion, but no more, of the governmental mentality. Where democracy does not exist, the mentality is that of masters towards dependants; but where there is democracy it is that of equal co-operation, which involves the assertion of one's own opinion up to a certain point, but no further.
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