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PREFACE

TWO STORIES CAN BE TOLD ABOUT DEMOCRACY OVER THE last hundred years. One is the obvious success story. Democracies have shown that they win wars, recover from economic crises, overcome environmental challenges, and consistently outperform and outlast their rivals. There were very few democracies at the start of the twentieth century (on some counts, requiring an open franchise, there were none). Now there are plenty (Freedom House currently puts the number at around 120). Of course, the progress of democracy over this period has not been entirely smooth or consistent. It has been haphazard and episodic: in Samuel Huntington’s famous image, it has come in “waves.” Nevertheless, whatever the intermediate ups and downs, there can be little doubt that democracy was the overall winner during the past century, to the point where it was possible to argue, as Francis Fukuyama did more than two decades ago, that liberal democracy is the only plausible answer to the fundamental problems of human history.

But alongside this success story there is another to be told about democracy: one of pessimism and fear. No matter how successful in practice and over time, democracies have always been full of people worried that things are about to go wrong, that the system is in crisis and its rivals are waiting to pounce. The onward march of democracy has been accompanied by a constant drumbeat of intellectual anxiety. Maybe all the good news is just too good to be true. Maybe democracy’s run of luck is about to come to an end. The political history of democracy is a success story. But the intellectual history of democracy is very hard to reconcile with this. It is preoccupied with the prospect of failure.

You can see both these views of democracy at work in the world today. There is still plenty of optimism around. It is not hard to fit the overthrow of autocratic governments in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya and the popular appetite for reform across the region into an “end of history” narrative. It may take time, and it may not be pretty, but democracy is spreading to those areas of the world that had previously seemed resistant to it. This is not just true of the Arab world. Democratic government is stabilizing in much of Latin America. It is taking root in parts of sub-Saharan Africa. There are even glimmers of progress in previously frozen regimes, such as Burma.

On the other hand, there is plenty of gloom about. For every success, it is possible to identify equivalent setbacks: in Russia, in Zimbabwe, in Thailand.1 Some of the gloom comes from commentators who warn that events in North Africa and the Middle East are not what they seem. The fall of an autocratic regime in response to popular protests does not necessarily herald the arrival of democracy: sometimes it heralds the arrival of another autocracy, or of civil war. But there is a further anxiety at work too, one related to the recent performance of the world’s established democracies. For while it is true that the last century has been good for them, the last decade has not. Many of the leading democracies have been fighting long and difficult wars (in Iraq and Afghanistan) that they do not seem to know how to win or how to exit successfully. Most Western democracies are heavily in debt, thanks in part to these wars but also to a global financial crisis they did much to bring about. In Europe, some of them have come close to default, and there are fears that the United States may be heading the same way. All democracies have found it very difficult to know what, if anything, to do about climate change. And they have been watching with a mixture of resignation and fear the seemingly inexorable rise of China. These are the four fundamental challenges a system of government can face: war, public finance, environmental threat, and the existence of a plausible competitor. It is not clear that the established democracies are doing well in meeting any of them.

So there is a puzzle. History indicates that democracies can cope with whatever is thrown at them. Yet here are the most successful democracies struggling to cope. Things look bad, but the historical record of democracy suggests that nothing is as bad as it seems. This is why we find it so hard to know how seriously to take the current crisis of democracy. We can’t be sure whether it is really a crisis at all. Are we in trouble or not? This book is about how we should think about this question. I believe we are in trouble, but not for the reasons usually given. The real problem is that democracy is trapped by the nature of its own success.

Inevitably, as so often in politics, there is a temptation to take sides when thinking about the prospects for democracy. We are faced with what look like either/or questions. Should we heed the good news or the bad news? Was Fukuyama right or wrong? Is America finished, or are the doomsayers going to be proved wrong this time as they have every time in the past? Is the real story the enthusiasm for democracy in the places that haven’t had it before, or the seeming exhaustion of democracy in the places that have had it for a while? If you are an optimist, the long-term benefits of democracy trump the short-term hiccups. But if you are a pessimist, the problems we see around us give the lie to the long-term success story. A lot depends on what counts as “long term.” A bad ten years is just a blip in the face of a good hundred years. But a good hundred years is just a blip in the face of two thousand years—from ancient Greece to the mid-nineteenth century—in which democracy was written off as a failure. The critics of democracy over that period always said that in the end the democratic taste for debt and instant gratification, along with a penchant for fighting stupid and impulsive wars, would be its undoing. How can we be sure they weren’t right?

In this book I want to show how the two stories about democracy go together. It is not a question of choosing between them. Nor is it a question of disaggregating the problem into a series of smaller problems so that we no longer talk about democracy in general, but only particular democracies in particular times and places, some doing well, some doing badly. I still want to talk about democracy in general. The mistake is to think that the news about democracy must be either good or bad. When it comes to democracy good news and bad news feed off each other. Success and failure go hand in hand. This is the democratic condition. It means that the triumph of democracy is not an illusion but neither is it a panacea. It is a trap.

The factors that make democracy work successfully over time—the flexibility, the variety, the responsiveness of democratic societies—are the same factors that cause democracies to go wrong. They produce impulsiveness, and short-termism, and historical myopia. Successful democracies have blind spots, which cause them to drift into disaster. You cannot have the good of democratic progress without the bad of democratic drift. The successes of democracy over the past hundred years have not resulted in more mature, far-sighted, and self-aware democratic societies. Democracy has triumphed, but it has not grown up. Just look around. Democratic politics is as childish and petulant as it has ever been: we squabble, we moan, we despair. This is one of the disorientating things about the predicament we find ourselves in. All the historical evidence that we have accumulated about the advantages of democracy has seemingly left us none the wiser about how to make best use of those advantages. Instead, we keep making the same mistakes.

In this book I focus on particular points of crisis in the history of modern democracy to show why we keep making the same mistakes, even as we make progress. Crises are often perceived as moments of truth, when we discover what’s really important. But democratic crises are not like that. They are moments of deep confusion and uncertainty. Nothing is revealed. The advantages of democracy do not suddenly become clear; they remain jumbled together with the disadvantages. Democracies stumble their way through crises, groping for a way out.

Yet it is this capacity to stumble through crises that gives democracy the edge over its autocratic rivals. Democracies are better at surviving crises than any alternative system because they can adapt. They keep groping for a solution, even as they keep making mistakes. But democracies are no better at learning how to avoid crises than their rivals, and nor are they better at learning from them. It may be that certain types of autocratic regimes are actually the faster learners, particularly when it comes to avoiding the mistakes of the recent past. (Where autocracies tend to fall down is in the assumption that the future will continue to resemble the past.) Their experience of crisis is more likely to make democracies complacent than it is to make them wise: what democracies learn is that they can survive their mistakes. This could still be their undoing if it leads them to make one mistake too many. We have not yet reached the end of history. This is not because Fukuyama was wrong. It is for some of the reasons that Fukuyama was right.

The idea that success and failure go hand in hand is not unique to democracy. It is part of the human condition. It is the essence of tragedy. Hubris can accompany any form of human achievement. The most gifted individuals are often the ones who overreach themselves. Having great knowledge is no guarantor of self-knowledge: intelligent people do the stupidest things. What is true of individuals is also true of political systems. Empires overreach themselves. Successful states become arrogant as they revel in their successes, and they become complacent as they rely on past glories to see them through present difficulties. Great powers decline and fall.

However, the democratic predicament cannot be reduced to the general run of human tragedy, and it is not just another stage in the great cycle of political decline and fall. Democracies suffer from a particular kind of hubris. In ancient Rome, triumphant generals were accompanied into the city by slaves whispering in their ears that they too were mortal. Democracies don’t do this to their heroes, because they don’t need to. Successful democratic politicians are constantly being reminded of their own mortality. They can hardly get away from it: the most common experience in a democracy is to suffer abuse, not idolatry. No democratic politician can reach the top without getting used to the catcalls of the crowd. That is why no one in a democracy should ever be taken unawares by failure. If democratic politicians become complacent, it is because they have become inured to the whispers of mortality, not because they have been shielded from them. Autocrats are the ones who are taken by surprise.

The definitive image of a modern autocrat confronting the catcalls of the crowd came when Nicolae Ceauşescu stood on the balcony of the Central Committee Building in Bucharest on December 23, 1989, three days before he and his wife Elena were executed by firing squad. He looked genuinely puzzled: what is that noise? No democratic politician ever looks puzzled like that. The look that sums up democratic complacency is different. It is the face that defeated incumbents wear on election night (think George H. W. Bush in 1992). They don’t look surprised but they do invariably look hurt. Yes, they seem to be saying, I heard the abuse you have been directing my way. How could I not? I read the newspapers. But that’s democracy. I didn’t realize you really meant it. That look is one reason why democratic life is more often comic than it is tragic.

What is true of individual politicians is also true of democratic societies. Modern-day America is sometimes compared to imperial Rome, since it has some of the trappings of an empire with its best days behind it. But the United States is not Rome because as well as being an empire it is also a functioning modern democracy. That makes it too restless, impatient, querulous, self-critical to qualify as a candidate for late-imperial decadence. Democracies are hardly oblivious to the impending prospect of catastrophe. If anything, they are hypersensitive to it. One of the hallmarks of present-day American democracy is its endless questioning of its own survival prospects. The problem for such democracies is not that they can’t hear the whispers of their own mortality. It’s that they hear them so often they can’t be sure when to take them seriously.

Successful democracies have plenty of institutional safeguards against the hubris of individuals. In an autocracy the danger is that a crazed or self-aggrandizing leader will lead the state over a cliff. In a democracy it is much more difficult for a mad leader or a mad idea to take hold for long. Before they go over the cliff, democracies will vote mad leaders out of office. Regular elections, a free press, an independent judiciary, and professionalized bureaucracy all provide protection against being dragged down by the worst kinds of personal misjudgments. In the long run, mistakes in a stable democracy don’t prove calamitous because they don’t become entrenched. That doesn’t stop democracies from making mistakes, however; if anything, it encourages it. It is some consolation in a democracy to know that nothing bad lasts for long, but it is no answer to the question of what should be done in a crisis. Moreover, consolation can produce its own kind of complacency. Knowing that they are safe from the worst effects of hubris can make democracies reckless—what’s the worst that could happen?—as well as sluggish—why not wait for the system to correct itself? That is why the crises keep coming.

The person who first noticed the distinctive character of democratic hubris—how it is consistent with the dynamism of democratic societies, how democratic adaptability goes along with democratic drift—was Tocqueville. He provides the starting point for the story I want to tell in this book. Ever since Tocqueville wrote nearly two hundred years ago, people have been arguing about whether he was really an optimist or a pessimist about democracy. The truth is that he was both, and therefore neither. The grounds for democratic optimism were the source of Tocqueville’s fundamental worries about democracy. This is what made him such an original thinker in his own time and what makes him such an important thinker for ours. He did not share either the concerns of the traditional critics of democracy or the hopes of its modern champions. In the first chapter I explain what is different about Tocqueville’s approach, and why he is the indispensable guide to the ongoing relationship between democracy and crisis.

I then examine a series of crises for democracy from the past hundred years to explore how functioning democracies cope with crises and to see what they learn from them. I have chosen to look at seven critical years, regularly spaced out across that period: 1918, 1933, 1947, 1962, 1974, 1989, 2008. This list is not meant to be exhaustive. There have been other crisis points for modern democracy: 1940, 1968, 2001. There have also been plenty of years that seemed like crises at the time but have since faded from memory. This is one of the distinctive features of democratic life that Tocqueville noticed: it exists in a semipermanent state of crisis, which makes it hard to know when the crisis needs to be taken seriously. The crises I have chosen reflect some of this uncertainty and offer a foreshadowing of some of the uncertainty we feel at present. That, for instance, is why I do not write about 1940, which was perhaps the ultimate existential crisis for modern democracy; the problem that year was not uncertainty, it was the unambiguous threat of destruction. In their very different ways, 1968 and 2001 were also one-offs. The crises I study form part of a sequence in which various patterns emerge. It is a story of uncertain fears, missed opportunities, and inadvertent triumphs. It is a tale of contingency and confusion.

Nonetheless, for all the uncertainty, each of the crises I write about was real. These were important years, with a great deal at stake. In studying how established democracies coped with these crises, I am looking for echoes of Tocqueville and links forward to now. My aim is to understand how we got to where we are. Then, in the final chapter of the book, I explore where we might be heading. I do not suggest any easy ways out of our current predicament. We are caught in a trap. If there were an easy way out, it would not be a trap. But seeing how we are trapped is an essential part of understanding what the future might hold.

Two final remarks. This book is about how established democracies cope with crisis. It is not about how societies become democratic, or about what happens when democracies revert back to autocracy. There is a vast literature on what is called democratic “transition,” and political scientists have made considerable progress in understanding how it comes about. I am interested in what happens to societies that have completed the transition to democracy but still find themselves in crisis situations. For that reason, my focus in the book is on the United States and Western Europe, particularly during the early crises I discuss. During the first half of the twentieth century there were very few established democracies. As democracy has spread, so the scope of the story I tell spreads, to include established democracies elsewhere, including in India, Israel, Japan. Nonetheless, the United States remains at the heart of it. Tocqueville first identified the ambivalent character of democratic progress by studying America. The United States remains the place where it can still be seen most clearly. I am not suggesting, any more than Tocqueville was, that America is democracy, nor that democracy is only possible on the American model. But if the American model is being undone by its own success, that has significant implications for democracies everywhere.

This book is a mix of political and intellectual history. I am interested in how democratic societies have coped with crises, but also in what has been written and said about the crises as they have unfolded. Beliefs matter: what people think about the strengths and weaknesses of democracy helps shape how democracies perform in practice. For instance, if it is widely believed that democracies are prone to panic, then different strategies will be adopted in a crisis than if it is believed that democracies are made up of rational agents. This book is not a work of political science. But political science provides the basis for some of the beliefs that people have about democracy, and it plays an important role in the story I want to tell. We know a lot more than we used to about how democracies succeed and why. What we don’t know is what to do with this knowledge. That is the problem.

A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY

In this book I draw a primary contrast between “democracy” and “autocracy,” following the current convention. By democracy I mean any society with regular elections, a relatively free press, and open competition for power. These societies are often referred to as “liberal democracies,” though some are more liberal than others. By autocracy I mean any society in which leaders do not face open elections and where the free flow of information is subject to political control. Strictly speaking, autocracy means the self-sustaining rule of a single individual, though in some cases individuals rule as part of a small coterie of power holders (for instance, the Greek military junta of 1967–74, also known as “the Regime of the Colonels,” is characterized as an autocracy by political scientists drawing broad democratic/antidemocratic comparisons). Some autocracies are dictatorships and some are not. Some are more authoritarian than others. Where necessary I specify these differences.

Contemporary political science tends to plot the transition from autocracy to democracy on a spectrum, with an extensive middle ground where some of the key distinctions get blurred (as in the case of authoritarian states that hold regular elections). I discuss the question of these “hybrid” regimes in the final chapter. In general, though, I stick to the basic contrast between democracy and autocracy and to the core differences between them. This is in keeping with most of the writers I discuss, starting with Tocqueville, who treated “democracy” as an all-purpose concept. For Tocqueville, however, the fundamental contrast was between “democratic” and “aristocratic” societies, that is, between societies in which the principle of equality has taken hold and those in which it has not. I discuss some of the implications of this in the chapter that follows.

In other respects, Tocqueville was notoriously vague in what he meant by democracy. He used the term interchangeably, sometimes to refer to a way of doing politics, sometimes to a set of political and moral principles, sometimes to a way of living altogether. I have not deliberately set out to follow him in this vagueness. However, I have tried to leave my use of the term open and adaptable. The hallmark of the modern idea of democracy is its adaptability. It can accommodate forms of politics that are hierarchical as well as inclusive; it can be identified with leaders as well as citizens; it can combine egalitarianism with many different forms of inequality. In this book I treat democracy as a recognizable entity. But sometimes I use the word in relation to individual politicians (FDR, Nehru), sometimes in relation to particular institutions (elections, a free press), and sometimes in relation to general habits of mind (impatience, inattentiveness). I hope that nonetheless it is clear throughout what I am talking about.
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INTRODUCTION

Tocqueville: Democracy and Crisis

WHEN THE YOUNG FRENCH ARISTOCRAT ALEXIS DE TOCqueville arrived in America in May 1831, he was not much impressed by what he found. He had traveled to America with the ostensible aim of writing a book about the country’s prison system, but he also wanted to see for himself what a functioning democracy was really like.

Tocqueville got off the boat in New York, and as so often with first-time visitors, he felt overwhelmed and disorientated. There was too much going on. No one paused to reflect on what they were doing. No one was in charge. He soon wrote back to friends in France of his amazement at the instability of American life, “the absolute lack that one notices here of any spirit of continuity and durability.”1 The Americans he met were friendly enough, but they struck him as careless and impatient. He was shocked by the ease with which they changed their homes, their jobs, their situations. He was also taken aback by the chaotic state of American politics, which seemed to reflect this restlessness. America’s elected politicians had no more apparent sense of purpose than the people who elected them. Like most men of his class and generation, Tocqueville was a bit of a snob. What he encountered in America chimed with his instinctive distrust of democracy. There was something childish about its mindless energy. Where was the discipline? Where was the dignity? If this was democracy in action, he didn’t see how it could work.

However, Tocqueville was an unusual sort of snob: he was capable of changing his mind. As he left New York City behind and continued his journey around the country, he came to feel that his first impressions had been mistaken. American democracy did work. It had an underlying stability and durability that could not be seen in its day-to-day activities. The democratic way of life had its own strengths, but it took patience to discover them. As Tocqueville wrote in volume one of Democracy in America, which he published in 1835: “Its faults strike one at first approach, but its qualities are only discovered at length.”2 The key to making sense of American democracy was to learn not to take it at face value. It worked despite the fact that it looked as though it shouldn’t work. Its advantages were hidden somewhere beneath the surface and only emerged over time.

This was the most important thing Tocqueville discovered on his travels: democracy is not as bad as it looks. It represents his crucial insight into modern politics—in some ways it is the crucial insight into modern politics. In any durable democracy there will always be a gap between what seems to be happening and what it means in the long run. Democracy appears to be an up-front form of politics—everything is so raw and accessible. But the long-term advantages of democracy are not readily apparent. They can’t be grasped in the moment. They need time to reveal themselves.

No one had quite seen democracy in this light before Tocqueville did.3 It really was his discovery. As he worked through its implications, he found many of them deeply troubling. He felt that the hidden strengths of democracy also represented its most serious weakness, precisely because they were hidden. You can’t grasp them when you need them. Trying to do so often makes things worse. Yet giving up on trying to grasp them is liable to lead democracies into a state of passivity and drift. Democracies are caught between their impulse to precipitate action and their instinct to wait. There is no equilibrium between these two states of mind.

This line of thought is what makes Tocqueville such an original and important thinker. He is the best guide to the peculiar character of democracy in crisis. In this chapter I hope to show why.

THE RIVAL VIEWS

Tocqueville was certainly not the first visitor to the United States to conclude that American democracy was not what it seemed. Many travelers learned to mistrust their early impressions. But that was because they usually decided Americans were hypocrites. The common complaint against American democracy was that the reality did not match up to the fine principles: Americans preached the language of dignity and freedom but underneath it all they were a coarse, vulgar, money-grubbing people. Plenty of European visitors were initially enthusiastic about the unstuffy, egalitarian ethos they encountered: America often seemed like a breath of fresh air. But the more they traveled, the more they came to think it was just for show. At bottom America revealed itself to be a materialistic, exploitative society, with everyone out for himself. Worse, it was impossible to get past the fact that the apostles of liberty kept slaves, or if they didn’t keep them, they tolerated the fact that other Americans did. Slavery made a mockery of American democracy.

A more typical American journey than Tocqueville’s was the one made by another young European writer, Charles Dickens, a decade later. Dickens was no snob and he had an instinctive liking for democracy. He adored America to begin with, particularly since Americans appeared to adore him. He was greeted as a kindred spirit, the great champion in his novels of the poor and the oppressed. (Tocqueville was also feted when he first arrived, but he took this as a sign of how unworldly Americans were, since back in France almost no one had heard of him.) Dickens’s enthusiasm did not last. As he traveled around he got sick of the attention, and also of the fact that for all their fine sentiments, Americans had no real interest in living up to their high ideals. The more he saw of them, the more he found them to be ill mannered and self-satisfied. He also felt they were ripping him off, since lax American copyright laws meant his novels were being routinely pirated. In the two books he published about his American experiences—American Notes for General Circulation (1842) and the novel Martin Chuzzlewit (1843–44)—Dickens made it clear that he felt betrayed. He mocked the hypocrisy of his hosts, and he excoriated them for their tolerance of slavery.

What is so unusual about Tocqueville’s intellectual journey is that it went in the opposite direction. Tocqueville loathed slavery as much as Dickens did. But he did not conclude that Americans were hypocrites. Instead, he came to believe that the distinguishing characteristic of American democracy was its sincerity. One of the defining moments of his trip came on July 4 when he and his traveling companion, Gustave Beaumont, arrived in Albany, the fledgling capital of New York State, where they took part in the Independence Day celebrations. Tocqueville found the ceremony pretty ridiculous, with its marching bands and solemn speeches. The provincial self-regard made him want to laugh. But when the evening culminated in a public reading of the Declaration of Independence, he admitted, to his surprise, that he was deeply impressed. “It was as though an electric current moved through the hearts of everyone there. It was in no way a theatrical performance. . . . Here was something profoundly felt and truly great.”4 Democracy in America was not a sham. It was more like a true religion.

Faith was the lynchpin of American democracy. The system worked, Tocqueville decided, because people believed in it. They believed in it despite the fact that it looked like it shouldn’t work; from moment to moment it remained a mess. Democracy was an inadvertent form of politics, haphazard, uncoordinated, occasionally ridiculous, but somehow on the right track. Americans muddled through, sustained by their confidence in the future. This was not just blind faith, however. Time showed that American democracy did produce results, and that the messiness of democratic life had a cumulative power that no rival system could match. Democracy, Tocqueville wrote, “does each thing less well, but it does more things.” He went on:

Democracy does not give the most skilful government to the people, but it does what the most skilful government is powerless to create; it spreads a restive activity through the whole social body, a superabundant force, an energy that never exists without it . . . [it] can bring forth marvels. These are its true advantages.5

The semimystical language is deliberate. There is, Tocqueville says, something “insensible” or “occult” about the way a democracy functions. By this he did not mean that democracy was sinister or fraudulent. He simply meant that it was not fully transparent. At any given moment you could not see how it worked. But you could be confident that it did.

Tocqueville came to believe that American democracy had hidden depths. That is what made him so different from other European travelers who got fixated on the mismatch between the promise of American democracy and the grubby reality. But it also marked him out from more than two thousand years of European political philosophy. The traditional complaint against democracy had always been about its hidden shallows. According to the philosophers, what lay beneath the surface of democratic life was not stability and durability, but ignorance and foolishness. The accusation went beyond hypocrisy. Democracies could not be trusted because at root they had no idea what they were doing.

Plato had set the template for this line of thought, which helps to explain its long hold over the Western political imagination. Democracy, Plato said in the Republic, was the most alluring of political regimes, “like a coat of many colors.” But the colorful appearance was profoundly misleading. Democracy was shiny up front, rotten underneath. In other words, it was much worse than it looked. Democracies put on a good show, but there was always something unpleasant lurking in the shadows: the people themselves, in all their greed and stupidity.

The problem was that democracy pandered to desire. It gave people what they wanted from day to day, but it did nothing to make sure they wanted the right things. It had no capacity for wisdom, for difficult decisions, or for hard truths. Democracies were founded on flattery and lies. Democratic politicians told the people what they wanted to believe, not what they needed to hear. As Plato put it, they took their failings and dressed them up as though they were virtues. If the people were ill disciplined, the politicians told them they were brave. If they were profligate, the politicians said they were generous. This would work for a while, as flattery often does. But in the long run it spells disaster, because you cannot hide from your weaknesses forever. Eventually, something will happen to expose them. At that point, democracies will discover the truth about themselves. But by then it will be too late. When the truth catches up with democracy, it tends to destroy it.

Two millennia of European political thought contained endless variations on this theme. Democracies were fickle, credulous, shameless, and lacking in self-control. They ran up debts, because they could not control their appetites. They fought stupid and dangerous wars, because they could not control their passions. They fell for would-be tyrants, because they could not control their craven instincts. Above all, democracy was a form of politics only suited for the good times: in a crisis, it would fall apart. It was a kind of confidence trick, unable to put off forever the day of reckoning. The only certainty about democracy was that it could not last. And if you met a democracy that did last, then you could be certain that it wasn’t really a democracy. This was the flip side of the standard critique: genuine democracies couldn’t be successful states, so successful states couldn’t be genuine democracies. They were hiding an autocratic heart.

Tocqueville broke entirely with this way of thinking. He had no doubts that America was a genuine democracy. But he did not think that American democracy was therefore worse than it looked. How could it be, given its obvious faults? It was the outward appearance of democracy that made it so hard to have confidence in it. Plato had called democracy the most attractive of political regimes. Tocqueville thought it the least attractive, with nothing like the glamour or appeal of an aristocratic society, which really knew how to put on a show. Democracies lacked the necessary discipline and dignity to create a good impression. So yes, at some level it was true that democracies were bound to be a mess. What the philosophers had got wrong was which level. That was how things were on the surface. Something different was happening underneath.

By contrasting the outward failings of democracy with its hidden advantages, Tocqueville was turning the traditional arguments of its critics on their head. But it also meant that he was rejecting the argument that was most often made in favor of democracy by its radical champions. Their case depended on the idea that democracy’s great virtue is its transparency. It succeeds because, unlike every other system of government, it has nothing to hide. Democracy was the only system that laid bare its inner workings. That meant it could correct its own failings. In the words of Thomas Paine, the great democratic champion of the American and French revolutions: “Whatever are its excellencies and defects, they are visible to all. It exists not by fraud and mystery; it deals not in cant and sophistry.” The cant and sophistry, Paine insisted, were all on the other side. It was monarchy that was the sham. “That monarchy is all a bubble, a mere cant artifice to procure money, is evident (at least to me) in every character in which it can be named.”6 The enemies of democracy were the ones with something to hide.

Paine believed that democracy would succeed once people could see it for what it was, freed from the prejudices of its opponents. When they did, they would see how politics really works. What’s more, they would discover that the only thing that really works is democracy. This means there is a cut-off point, or threshold, for having true confidence in democracy. On the wrong side of the line, it will struggle to gain people’s trust, because they will not be able to appreciate its virtues. That’s where democracy had been stuck for two thousand years. On the right side of the line, it will go from strength to strength, because the truth about politics will have been revealed. Writing at the end of the eighteenth century, Paine was sure that the world was in the process of crossing that threshold. A new order was being born. He conjured up an image for what was happening that has remained the preferred one for democratic optimists ever since. “It is not difficult to perceive,” he wrote, “that spring is begun.”7

Tocqueville did not buy it. This was not because he did not agree that democracy was on the rise. He absolutely did agree. But Paine’s belief that the hidden strengths of democracy become increasingly visible over time struck him as a fantasy. Tocqueville could not equate democracy with transparency. There remains something opaque about how a democracy works, no matter how successful it is, because the springs of its success never fully emerge from beneath the chaotic surface of democratic life. Paine wanted democracy to usher in an age of reason. Tocqueville knew the age of democracy would still have to be founded on faith. The lesson he took from his American travels is that democracy never truly reveals itself. There will always be a gap between perception and reality in a society founded on democratic principles.

There will also always be a strong temptation to try to close that gap. Genuine democracy is hard to live with because you have to take so much on faith. Tocqueville rejected the conventional arguments both for and against democracy, but he understood their appeal. Each promised to bring the truth about democracy to the surface: either its underlying strength or its underlying weakness. There is something confusing about the mismatch between the hidden strengths and visible weaknesses of democracy. We want to know which is the real story, for better or for worse. We want closure. What is much harder to live with is the knowledge that the mismatch is the reality of democratic life. That poses a very different set of challenges.

Tocqueville did not think democracy was a confidence trick. You could have genuine faith in it. In that sense, he accepted that American democracy had passed a confidence threshold. His worry was about what lay on the other side. He was afraid that confidence in democracy would prove to be a trap.

DEMOCRACY AND FATE

The name Tocqueville gave to his fears was “fatalism.” He worried that the inhabitants of a democracy would drift along with their fate and, as he put it, “follow the course of their destiny weakly rather than make a sudden and energetic effort when needed to address it.”8 There were two reasons why democracies were prone to fatalism. One was the clear evidence that history was on democracy’s side. Paine had been right: democracy was indeed the way the world was heading, which meant America was ahead of the curve. For Tocqueville, this was not simply philosophical speculation, nor was it vanity on the part of Americans; it was scientific fact. To know democracy is destiny, he wrote, “it suffices to examine the usual course of nature and the continuous tendency of events.”9 The trend toward what Tocqueville called “equality of conditions” was inexorable. Traditional political elites were being swept away by the idea that no human being is born to rule over another. Nothing could stand in the way of this idea, which meant that ultimately nothing could stand in the way of democracy. It was the providential plan of the universe. “To wish to stop democracy,” Tocqueville wrote in the introduction to Democracy in America, “would then appear to be a struggle against God himself.”10

The second reason democracies tended to be fatalistic was that this knowledge of their privileged position in the grand scheme of things required taking the long view. In the short term, democracy often looked as though it was on the wrong side of history: unstable, unreliable, ineffective. You had to put your faith in the future. This meant that although you could have confidence in the strengths of democracy, you couldn’t necessarily see those strengths in action in a given political situation. Living with democracy meant surrendering to forces beyond your immediate power to apprehend. Under those conditions, it was hardly surprising if people started to feel a little powerless. Their destiny was in safe hands, but it was not clear that it was in their own hands. Something bigger was at work. A successful democracy had the power to make people feel very small.

But democratic fatalism did not always result in feelings of passivity and inadequacy. If you know history is on your side but beyond your immediate power to control, there are two ways you can respond. You could shrug your shoulders and wait for things to play themselves out. Or you could throw caution to the wind, confident that the future is secure regardless of what you do. It was part of Tocqueville’s genius to recognize that democratic fatalism went along with recklessness as well as resignation. What’s more, he understood that it could sometimes be hard to tell the difference between the two.

Tocqueville gave an example of what he meant when he recalled a conversation he had had with some American steamboat builders. Tocqueville had been repeatedly struck on his journey by how fragile these boats were, and how dangerous. He and Beaumont almost drowned when the one they were traveling on hit a sandbank on the Ohio River. “I have never heard a nastier noise,” he wrote to a friend a few days later, “than the noise that the water made as it rushed into the boat.”11 Still, he behaved with admirable sangfroid in the crisis. But why did the manufacturers of the vessels not make them stronger and more reliable? “They answered that as it was, the boats would last too long because the art of steamboat navigation was making daily progress.” This faith in progress, Tocqueville thought, was what prevented Americans “from aiming at the durable in anything.”12 Why take extra pains when something better was around the corner? Nonetheless, the steamboat builders were not simply passive bystanders, watching from the riverbank as the world floated by. Their shoulder-shrugging indifference went along with a kind of heedless energy. They put their inadequate vessels on the water and took big risks in doing so. They were careless of their fate and keen not to waste an opportunity to make money. Fatalists can be impatient as well as patient, active as well as passive. One way of trusting to the future is to act as though it is already here and jump right in.

What was true of the steamboat builders was true of American democracy at large. Democratic man, Tocqueville says, is both “ardent and resigned.” Democracies can blow hot and cold. One question that is sometimes asked of Democracy in America is whether it is really two different books: volume one, which emphasizes the vitality and energy of American democracy; and volume two, published five years later in 1840, which is a gloomier book and emphasizes the sense of drift. But volume one and volume two simply reflect the two different sides of democratic fatalism. In the first volume, Tocqueville discusses the dangers of “the tyranny of the majority,” which makes democracies impatient and vengeful. The examples Tocqueville gives of this tyranny in action—lynching, race riots, war fever—show that he was thinking of the moments when democracies run wild, having become tired of waiting for things to happen. In the second volume, he talks about the “mild despotism of public opinion,” which is more insidious and makes people reluctant to challenge conventional ideas. As well as running wild, democracies can stagnate.

Yet both outcomes have the same cause: the knowledge possessed by the inhabitants of a democracy that theirs is the system with the underlying advantages. This can be infuriating. If democracy is such a great idea, why can’t we have some action now? Or it can be enervating. Why not settle for a quiet life since nothing we do makes much difference anyway? Or it can be both. Passive democracies are easily roused; active democracies are easily quieted. Democratic fatalism is inherently unstable.

Not everyone appreciated the link between the wildness of democratic life and its tendency to drift: it was a difficult idea to grasp. Volume two got a much cooler reception than volume one. It struck many reviewers as too abstract, too paradoxical. The English philosopher John Stuart Mill was one of the very few people who liked it as much as the first volume. Like Tocqueville, Mill was deeply troubled by the problem of fatalism. In his own writing he had tried to distinguish between the different forms it could take. There was what Mill called “pure fatalism” (or as he sometimes labeled it, “oriental fatalism”), which is the belief that a higher power has mapped out in advance everything that will ever happen to us. This, Mill felt, was a stupefying idea. Then there was what he termed “modified fatalism,” which is the belief that we are the products of our circumstances and there is nothing we can do to change that. This was the kind of fatalism that tended to hold sway in the more advanced societies of the West.13

Modified fatalism was not an idiotic idea, since modern science showed that we are all in some sense the products of our circumstances: causes have necessary effects (Mill was what is sometimes called a “necessitarian”). Nor did modified fatalism simply make people resigned to their fate, as pure fatalism did. Mill knew that fatalists could be dissatisfied as well as satisfied, whiny and petulant as well as quiet and accepting. Fatalism could produce complacency or it could produce irritability and volatility. Either way, though, it was dangerous. Modified fatalists had still made a basic mistake. They had assumed that because our circumstances shape us, we are powerless to do anything about who we are. But Mill insisted we can do something about it. We can change our circumstances.

When Tocqueville read Mill on fatalism, he wrote to tell him that it captured what he had been trying to say about American democracy. When he got his copy of volume two of Democracy in America, Mill wrote to Tocqueville to express his relief at finally finding someone who understood his concerns.

One of your great general conclusions is exactly what I have been almost alone in standing up for here, and have not as far as I know made a single disciple—namely that the real danger in a democracy, the real evil to be struggled against, and which all human resources employed while it is not yet too late are not more than sufficient to fence off—is not anarchy or love of change, but Chinese stagnation and immobility.14

Democracies did not really suffer from oriental fatalism, however. They suffered from the modified version. They could be volatile. But alongside the volatility went a tendency to stagnate. The danger for a democracy was that no one would try to address the underlying circumstances of its politics. Instead, everyone fixates on the surface activity of political life—all the squabbling and mudslinging—as a focus for their anger and frustration, while beneath the surface nothing is really changing. In a democracy, all the energy is liable to be directed toward the effects of politics, while the underlying causes are ignored. This is how democracies get stuck.

How do they get unstuck? The basic cure for democratic fatalism, as for any other kind of fatalism, was education. Democracies needed to grow up. Fatalism was an essentially childish state of mind, since children are the exemplary modified fatalists: they spend a lot of time whining and engaged in frenetic activity, but that’s because they know nothing really depends on them. They are waiting for someone to take charge. Children grow up when they learn to take responsibility for their own fate. But from whom do they learn? Mill says it is our parents and teachers who show us “how to influence our character by appropriate circumstances.” The problem was that democracies do not have parents and teachers, or at least they ought not to have them. Monarchies are ruled by father figures. Democracies are meant to rule themselves. The risk for a democracy was that in allowing anyone to fill the role of parent or teacher, they weakened their resolve to take responsibility for their own circumstances. Tocqueville was afraid of this. “When I think of the small passions of men of our day,” he wrote, “I do not fear that in their chiefs they will find tyrants, but rather schoolmasters.”15

There was also the problem of what to teach a democracy. Tocqueville worried that simply explaining the truth about political trends would encourage people in their fatalism, since the facts pointed toward the inexorability of democratic progress. It was one of the reasons why Tocqueville believed that democratic societies needed a strong dose of religion to sustain them: democracy was best served when individuals had a personal faith that could undercut the general truths of political science. This meant that secular history was a particularly dangerous subject for democracies. Historians in the age of democracy were liable to be infected with what Tocqueville called “the doctrine of fatality” (fatalité). “It is not enough for them to show how the facts have come about; they also take pleasure in making one see that it could not have happened in any other way.”16 What democracies needed instead was a sense that the future lay open, and that their choices still mattered. The only way outside of religion to do this was to make sure their choices had real consequences for them. Book learning wouldn’t achieve this. Democracies had to learn from experience.

The best way to learn from experience was to make mistakes. Mill and Tocqueville believed that a key part of education was the freedom to experiment and if necessary go wrong. However, there is a big difference between telling an individual to make his or her own mistakes and saying the same to an entire political society. When politics goes wrong, the consequences can be catastrophic for everyone. Democracies might benefit when individuals take chances and make mistakes, since this is the best way to keep politics open to new ideas. But when whole democracies take chances and make mistakes, individuals are the ones to suffer. Moreover, when democracies get things wrong, there is often no coming back.

Tocqueville was acutely conscious of this, and also conscious of why it made the United States unique in human history. American democracy could afford to get things wrong. “The great privilege of the Americans,” he wrote, “is the ability to make repairable mistakes.”17 America was big enough and isolated enough from the rest of the world that its political misjudgments need not be calamitous. There was both time and space to undo any damage. This was not true in Europe, where pressures of population and competition between states meant that a democracy that tried to learn from experience was liable to be eaten up by its rivals. The same applied to South America, where no democracy had ever lasted, because one mistake was invariably fatal. Only the United States was able to experiment with democracy without fear for the consequences.

However, the problem for American democracy was that the knowledge that it could make reparable mistakes came perilously close to the idea that its mistakes didn’t really matter. Tocqueville recognized the moral hazard at work here. If you don’t fear the consequences of your choices, how can you learn to take your choices seriously? This was the difference between Europe and America. Europeans were unable to take a chance on democracy because of their fear of the consequences. As Tocqueville said, the only way any European state could be truly confident that its democracy would survive was if every European state was a democracy. Until that happened, Europeans would be stuck on the wrong side of the confidence threshold, frightened to put their trust in democracy. But American democracy, having crossed the confidence threshold, was in a different predicament. It was prone to get stuck in a childish state of mind, because nothing really bad ever happened. If anything, Americans were in need of a real fright. Since the crisis of its birth, American democracy had never had to confront another genuine crisis. “Americans have no neighbours,” Tocqueville wrote, “and consequently no great wars, financial crises, ravages or conquests to fear.”18 That was their biggest advantage. It was also their biggest weakness.

DEMOCRACY AND CRISIS

Tocqueville could not be sure what he wanted for American democracy. He wanted it to take responsibility for its fate. But he knew that democracy in America had flourished in large part because this had not had to happen for a long time. Americans had been able to avoid the really tough choices for more than a generation. As a result, Tocqueville was torn as to what he thought about the prospect of some future crisis for American democracy. Crises could be good for a democracy if they woke them up to their circumstances and gave them an incentive to take charge of their destiny. But they could be bad for democracy if they undermined confidence in the future and spread panic and fear. A crisis is by definition a dangerous time. If you wished a crisis on a democracy serious enough to get it to take its choices seriously, you also risked presenting it with a challenge that it didn’t know how to solve.

There was no easy way around this problem. A crisis bad enough to do good for a democracy would also have to be bad enough to threaten real evil. What made the problem more acute was that crises are moments of danger, and yet democracies do not perform well from moment to moment. That is when they reveal their weaknesses. Democracies find it much harder than other systems of government to coordinate their actions in the short term: the haphazard and volatile quality of democratic life makes reaching timely decisions difficult. Aristocracies, Tocqueville said (meaning politically inegalitarian or autocratic regimes), are much better at focusing their resources on a single moment in time; there is, by contrast, something about a democracy that is always “untimely.” In that sense, aristocracies are going to be better at the immediate demands of crisis politics: speed and decisiveness. Wishing a crisis on a democracy to shake it out of its torpor meant asking it to face a challenge that played into the hands of its rivals. How could that be a good idea?

One way it might work was if the crisis were a long one. Then the advantages of democracy could be given time to reveal themselves. Even if aristocracies are good at swift decisions, they soon get stuck with the choices they make. They are not adaptable. Democracies, because they are always doing more, constantly experimenting, keeping on the move, will do better in the long run by finding different ways to meet a really difficult challenge. Given time, democracies can adapt their way out of a crisis in a manner that no autocratic system can. But does it make sense to wish a long crisis on a democracy? There are two problems. One is that crises that drag on for a long time will be full of dangerous moments. These are, after all, the crises that no one knows how to solve: the longer they last, the more scope there is for something really bad to happen. Long crises contain plenty of room for short-term disasters. The second problem is that crises are meant to shake democracies out of their fatalistic tendencies. But if they last a long time, there is a risk democracies will start to drift again, waiting for history to rescue them.

You can see some of Tocqueville’s uncertainty about these questions in his treatment of the prospects of democracy at war. Tocqueville says that democracies ought to be suited by certain sorts of wars: long, difficult, arduous ones. Only then do the democratic advantages of adaptability and versatility come to the fore. Tocqueville thought that democracies were bad at the immediate challenges of international relations: they were jittery, impatient, quick to take offense but also ready to let things slide. As a result, they were prone to avoid the wars they should fight and to fight the ones they should avoid. Aristocratic societies are much better at knowing when and how to pick a fight. But once the struggle gets going, aristocracies tend to get stuck. They are too inflexible. “An aristocratic people which, fighting against a democracy, does not succeed in bringing it to ruin in the first campaign always runs the risk of being defeated by it,” Tocqueville predicted.19

Democracies have a vitality and an experimental quality that suits them to an extended contest. Apart from anything, they keep shuffling their military leaders until they find ones who are up to the challenge. They do not get hung up on tradition and reputation. (Though one difficulty for a democracy is that after the crisis is over, they often do get hung up on reputation: they have a tendency to reward their military heroes with political office.) Yet even long wars pose their problems for democracies. Just as democracies don’t know when to start fighting, they don’t know when to stop. “There are two things that a democratic people will always have trouble doing,” Tocqueville wrote. “Beginning a war and ending it.”20

Tocqueville could not be confident that a really serious war would be good for a democracy like the United States. There was always the risk that the short-term weaknesses of democracy in action would prove fatal. But there was also the risk that in a long war, a democracy would resume its tendency to drift. American democracy had only fought one major war by this point in its existence, the War of Independence, and the evidence was mixed.21 The United States won that war against an aristocratic rival, but it was a close-run thing. Moreover, Tocqueville writes, “as the struggle was prolonged, one saw individual selfishness reappear.” Taxes dried up, and so too did volunteers for the army. Wars, especially long wars, are dangerous because they can breed fatalism as well as challenge it. As a result, Tocqueville says that it is very hard to be sure “what degree of effort a democracy is capable of in times of national crisis.” It would depend not only on how long the crisis went on, but also on the extent to which individuals were willing to see their own fate bound up with the fate of their nation.

To judge what sacrifices democracies know how to impose on themselves, one must therefore await the time when the American nation is obliged to put half the revenue from goods into the hands of government, like England, or throw a twentieth of its population on the field of battle at once, as France has done.22

That time would come, and sooner than Tocqueville might have imagined.

Wishing a long crisis on a democracy to allow it to display its advantages was inherently dangerous. But there was another problem with the idea that a crisis might wake a democracy up to its strengths. Democracies are very bad at knowing when a real crisis is upon them. This was not because they are oblivious to danger. It was because they are oversensitive to it. The secure position of the United States did not stop Americans from treating every little drama as though it were a crisis. Democracies always include plenty of people who think disaster is just around the corner. Freedom of speech includes the freedom to panic needlessly. As Tocqueville discovered on his American journey, democratic life is a succession of crises that turn out to be nothing of the sort.

The most visible of these fake crises come around as regularly as clockwork: they are called elections. In a chapter in Democracy in America titled (with deliberate irony) “The Crisis of the Election,” Tocqueville describes the ritualized hysteria that accompanied these events.

As the election approaches, intrigue becomes more active, agitation more lively and more widespread . . . The entire nation falls into a feverish state; the election is then the daily text of the public papers, the subject of particular conversations, the goal of all reasoning, the object of all thoughts, the sole interest of the present.

As soon as fortune has pronounced, it is true, this ardour is dissipated, everything becomes calm, and the river, one moment overflowed, returns peacefully to its bed. But should one not be astonished that the storm could have arisen?23

This is the other side of democratic drift: it goes along with a lot of surface activity. If drift were simply a passive state of mind, it would be easier to argue that crises might be useful in waking up democracies. But Tocqueville knew that democracies never really go to sleep. If anything, they are in a state of near permanent wakefulness, which helps to give them their manic, jittery quality. It means they are always on the lookout for a crisis. But it also means that almost all the crises they anticipate turn out to be illusions.

Elections remain the characteristic sham crises of democratic life, both for their regularity and for their transience. It is routine to describe any election as a turning point (“the most important choice for a generation,” etc.). It is also routine to discover, once the election is over, that nothing much has changed. Every now and then an election comes along that really is a turning point. But it is also characteristic of democracies, as we shall see, that these are the changes they tend not to notice at the time.

As Tocqueville says, the main culprits in this charade are the newspapers. It is the job of any newspaper (at least, any newspaper that wants to attract readers and make money) to talk up a crisis. You can’t have a democracy without a lively, argumentative press. But the very liveliness of the press made it hard for people to know when they should really be paying attention. Tocqueville found American newspapers horribly vulgar and extremely excitable. “The spirit of the journalist in America,” he wrote, “is to attack coarsely, without preparation and without art, the passions of those whom he addresses, to set aside principles in order to grab men.” He went on: “One must deplore such an abuse of thought . . . but one cannot conceal that the political effects of the license of the press contribute indirectly to the maintenance of public tranquillity.” After a while, people get so used to the noise of a free press that they hardly notice it. Each little explosion of anger soon passes, to be replaced by another one. As a result, “the views expressed by journalists have so to speak no weight in the eyes of readers.”24 Newspapers, like elections, underscored how much crisis talk was a part of the routine of democratic life, and therefore how little it signified.

Newspaper hysteria was only part of the general problem: crisis might be good for a democracy, but democracies are not good at recognizing crises. They overreact; they underreact; they lack a sense of proportion. That is why it was so hard to know what sort of crisis would enable a democracy to learn its lesson. If the crisis turned out to be so bad that no one could doubt it was real, then there was always a risk that it would end in disaster. If it did not end in disaster, then there was always a risk that it would be filed along with all the other overblown crises of democratic life as a false alarm. And even the real crises—the ones no one could doubt—were hard to learn from. If democracy doesn’t survive, you’ve learned your lesson, but at an unacceptable cost. If democracy does survive, then you may learn the lesson that democracy can survive any crisis. Instead of making you wise, recovering from your mistakes can make you reckless.

There was another way democracies might learn from a crisis, however. It did not have to be their crisis. They could learn their lesson from other people’s mistakes. They could look at democratic disasters happening elsewhere in the world and think: we need to make sure that doesn’t happen to us. Tocqueville thought that American democracy might benefit in this way from greater knowledge of what was happening in Europe, just as he hoped that Europeans could learn from the experience of America.

One reason he had written Democracy in America was to allow his French readers to see democracy at work in circumstances different from their own, in order to gain a sense of perspective. They would at least see that it could work. America, with its ability to survive its mistakes, might teach Europeans that democracy was still possible. Europe, with its enduring monarchies and its history of democratic failures, might teach Americans that democracy was not inevitable. They would see that it doesn’t always work. A world in which democracy existed at different stages of development, and with very different chances of success, helped to break up the view that God’s plan for the universe was a done deal. The future still lay open.

But were democracies capable of learning from other people’s mistakes? American democracy, in consequence of being isolated from the rest of the world, was insular, provincial, self-regarding. It had real difficulty seeing beyond its own immediate horizons. When democracies run up against foreign experiences, they are liable to view them as a threat, rather than as an education. What’s more, there was no guarantee that any democracy could be entirely isolated from the ill effects of democratic failure somewhere else. Even the United States, cut off from the rest of the world, could not assume that the problems of other states were simply morality tales. It was always possible that the effects of a European crisis might spill over into the United States. And then it would be America’s crisis too.

Was it worth taking a chance on crisis politics in order to inject a sense of purpose back into a democracy? In the end, Tocqueville and Mill fell out over the answer to this question.25 The break came not because of anything that happened in America, but because of what was happening in Europe. In late 1840 Britain and France came to the brink of war in an imperial dispute over Sudan. Mill was dead against the war. Tocqueville was enthusiastic. Mill thought any such war between two fledgling democracies was stupid and the politicians who were stoking it criminal. He reserved his greatest contempt for the bellicose British foreign secretary Palmerston, of whom he wrote to Tocqueville, with real venom: “I would gladly walk twenty miles to see him hanged, especially if Thiers [his counterpart in the French foreign ministry] were to be strung up with him.”26 No democracy could possibly be educated at the hands of scoundrels like these and their hysterical supporters in the press.

Tocqueville saw things very differently. Like many Frenchmen, he did not think Britain, for all its liberal traditions, was much of a democracy anyway. It was still a fundamentally aristocratic society, and men like Palmerston were its typical representatives. France was much more of a real democracy (that is, further along the path toward equality of conditions) but one that had got stuck in a rut and lost all sense of its own powers in the long, miserable hangover from the revolution. It needed something to shake it out of a torpor that came all too easily to the French cast of mind. This was not going to be achieved by a spirit of international cooperation. As he wrote scoldingly to Mill in 1841: “One cannot let a nation that is democratically constituted like ours . . . take up early the habit of sacrificing its grandeur to its repose. It is not healthy to allow such a nation to console itself by making railroads.”27 Tocqueville thought that democracies need a real crisis now and then to show them what they are capable of. Mill thought that wishing a crisis on any democracy was deeply irresponsible, knowing what they are capable of in a crisis.

Tocqueville and Mill were on opposite sides in this dispute, but the argument reflected the two sides of their shared view of democracy. The things that democracies are good at (commerce, comfort) are bad for democracy, because they breed narrow-mindedness and complacency; the things that democracies are bad at (crisis management, international confrontation) are good for democracy, because they might broaden its horizons and shake that sense of complacency. There is no easy way out of this dilemma. The reason Mill and Tocqueville could not agree about war between Britain and France was not simply because they were on different sides. It was because in a crisis there are always two sides to a democracy—good and bad—and it can be very hard to reconcile them.

A GUIDE TO THE FUTURE

A lot of what Tocqueville said about democracy and crisis was unsystematic: his thoughts on the subject are scattered haphazardly across his writings. He is not always clear and he is not always consistent. Moreover, what he said was essentially guesswork. There was simply not the evidence to know how democracies would cope in critical situations. America had the functioning democracy but not the crises. Europe had the crises but not the functioning democracies.

Nevertheless, Tocqueville’s reflections provide a relatively clear set of predictions about how democracies might fare in future. In general, democracies ought to be better at coping with crises than rival systems because they are more adaptable. But there are three problems. First, democracies are not good at recognizing crisis situations: all the surface noise of democratic politics makes them insensitive to genuine turning points. Second, crises need to get really bad before democracies can show their long-term strengths, but when they get really bad, there is more scope for democracies to make serious mistakes. Third, when democracies survive a crisis, they may not learn from the experience. All crises generate lessons about the mistakes to avoid in future. But democracies are capable of taking a different lesson: that no matter what mistakes they make, they will be all right in the end.

The nineteenth century provided limited opportunities to put these hypotheses to the test. The great crisis of French democracy came in 1848, the year of revolutions across Europe. Tocqueville, who had by now become a moderately successful politician, was close to the heart of these events (he ended up, for a brief time, as France’s foreign minister). Nonetheless, the crisis turned into a disaster, both for him personally and, as he saw it, for his country. It woke up French democracy in the wrong way: not to its potential, but to its inadequacies. French politics was caught between the promise of revolutionary transformation and a hankering for autocratic certainties. Tocqueville felt himself buffeted by political forces beyond his power to control. He ended up caught by the thing he most despised: fatalism. He wrote in 1850, having abandoned his political career: “I see myself without a compass, without a rudder and without oars on a sea whose coast I no longer perceive, and, tired from my vain agitation, I crouch at the bottom of the boat and await the future.”28

Tocqueville died in 1859 and so he did not live to see the great crisis that engulfed American democracy two years later. In Democracy in America, he had been quite confident that the festering sore of slavery would not end up in a prolonged civil war. Democracies, he felt, were insulated from the worst effects of civil conflict because the population would not tolerate the disruption: here democratic passivity was a blessing in disguise.29 Nevertheless, passivity was only one side of democracy. As time went on, Tocqueville became increasingly dismayed by the other side of American political life: its petulance and its volatility. Far from learning from its mistakes, American democracy seemed to be becoming more and more childish and obstinate. As he wrote to an American friend in 1856: “What is certain is that for some years you have strangely abused the advantages given to you by God, advantages which have allowed you to commit great errors with impunity. . . . Viewed from this side of the ocean, you have become the untamed child.”30 American democracy looked increasingly uneducable. Its childishness was allowing it to drift toward the abyss.

The crisis, when it came, turned out to be far longer, bloodier, and more destructive than anything Tocqueville could have imagined. Fours years of civil war could have proved fatal to American democracy, but in the end they did not. The republic adapted and it survived. Was this the moment when American democracy grew up? In 1888 the British lawyer and diplomat James Bryce published a book called the American Commonwealth, which was intended as a fifty-years-on update of Tocqueville, designed to take account of all the things that Tocqueville either couldn’t have known about or had ignored. Bryce decided that American democracy had become more stable, equable, and mature than the one Tocqueville had encountered. Tocqueville had only known American democracy when it was still young, and, as Bryce puts it, “flushed with self-confidence, intoxicated with the exuberance of its own freedom.” This had given Tocqueville the wrong idea.

The masses were so persuaded of their immense superiority to all other peoples, past as well as present, that they would listen to nothing but flattery, and their intolerance spread from politics to every other sphere. . . . As the nation grew, it purged away these faults of youth and inexperience, and the stern discipline of the Civil War taught it sobriety, and in giving it something to be really proud of, cleared away the fumes of self-conceit.31

It had been a hard school, but civil war had taught American democracy its lesson.

Now Bryce detected a different problem. American political life had settled to a new, more stable pattern. The threat it faced was from what Bryce called “the fatalism of the multitude,” which was Tocqueville’s tyranny of the majority stripped of its anger and impatience. Americans had acquired sufficient evidence of the underlying strength of their political institutions that they tended to take their success for granted. This had produced an “optimism which has underrated the inherent difficulties of politics and the inherent failings of human nature.”32 Americans were no longer wild and arrogant. But they had grown complacent about their ability to survive whatever the world might throw at them. They had acquired a renewed faith in their democratic destiny that was the more robust for having been put to the test. In that sense, American democracy had not really learned its lesson. Bryce’s update of Tocqueville takes us back to where Tocqueville ended up.

As Bryce shows, it is possible to read the great crises of nineteenth-century democracy as confirmation of some of Tocqueville’s insights into the democratic predicament. It is very hard to learn the right lesson. Failure breeds despair; success breeds complacency. The line between the two is a fine one. Both are manifestations of democratic fatalism, which means success and failure often go hand in hand. But Bryce was not typical. Late nineteenth-century views of democracy more often conformed to the radical extremes. People were still looking for the underlying truth about democracy and waiting for the crisis that would reveal it. From a European perspective, 1848 was unfinished business and the American civil war remained a sideshow. This was the age of revolutionary socialism and of rising nationalism, of extreme democracy and extreme antidemocracy. The political thinkers from this period who still get read are the world-historical Germans, Marx and Nietzsche, the apostles of democratic transformation and exposure, the sham smashers. These men are treated as the prophets of the coming century of revolution and war. No one reaches for Bryce’s American Commonwealth looking for the key to the future.

Yet Bryce’s view from the late nineteenth century proved to be the truly prescient one. Marx and Nietzsche between them helped to shape the crises of the twentieth century: theirs are the ideas people turn to when they are looking for political transformation. But the cumulative effect of these same crises fits the pattern laid out by Bryce and by Tocqueville before him: failure leads to success, success leads to failure and the truths that might close the gap between the two are always somewhere out of reach. We still read Marx and Nietzsche because we want crises to be moments of truth. What Tocqueville reveals is that moments of truth for democracy are an illusion. Democracy muddles on through war and revolutionary change, its confusions ineradicable and its progress inexorable. It never fully wakes up and it never fully grows up. And it leads to where we are now.

To see how we have arrived at this point I am going to tell the story of seven crises for established democracies over the past hundred years. The democratic crises of the nineteenth century were too haphazard to bear Tocqueville out: democracy was not yet established enough to reveal the ways in which it was set in its ways. It was the twentieth century that would prove him right, starting with the war to end all wars and the world-historical triumph of democracy of 1918, which turned out to be nothing of the sort.


CHAPTER 1

1918

False Dawn

THE CRISIS

ON JUNE 30, 1918, THE EXACT HALFWAY POINT OF THE year, the French writer Édouard Estaunié declared that the struggle for civilization was over. The Great War, which had been dragging on for nearly four years, was lost. The Germans had achieved a decisive breakthrough and advanced to within fifty miles of Paris, near enough to set up an incessant bombardment of the city. Soon Paris would fall, since there was nothing to stop the German army from pressing home its advantage against demoralized opponents. The Germans would find themselves entering a ghost town; already many Parisians had fled and the city increasingly felt like a morgue. Plus ça change. Victory went to the people who wanted it more and were prepared to do whatever it takes to get there. In the struggle between barbarism and civilization throughout history, Estaunié lamented, barbarism always triumphed in the end.1

But Estaunié was wrong on two counts. First, this was not a fight between civilization and barbarism. Instead, it had turned into something different, a fight between democracy and autocracy. Civilizations are not always democracies; democracies are not always civilized. Second, the fight was not lost. In fact, it was just about to be won. Within a few weeks the German advance would be decisively checked, and within a few months the German army would be in full-blown retreat. Well before the end of the year the German and the Austro-Hungarian Empires had both collapsed, their leadership in disarray, their political systems overthrown. France, Great Britain, and the United States were about to win a crushing victory. Democracy was on the verge of the greatest triumph in its history.

What Estaunié’s cosmic gloom captures is just how unexpected this triumph was. During the first half of 1918 there existed a widespread feeling that in the final struggle between autocracy and democracy, autocracy was proving itself the stronger. The democracies were not gripped by panic or outright defeatism, but by a sense of debilitating drift. There was a long-standing suspicion that they lacked the resolve for total war. Paris was not being depopulated in a mad rush; instead, people were melting away, taking trips to the country from which they did not return. The British and French armies were not in outright retreat; they were simply being pushed back step-by-step. The politicians appeared powerless to turn the tide. The best they could do was cling on, hoping for better days. How could they match the remorseless sense of purpose of Germany’s military rulers?

As it turned out, they did not need to. The democracies won the war by being better able to withstand defeat and disappointment than their enemies. They survived their setbacks in 1918 and turned them to their advantage in ways the German regime could not. Not knowing how to force the issue went along with not knowing when they were beaten. The sense of crisis is permanent in democracies and for that reason rarely definitive. When crisis engulfed the German state, it proved terminal.

The feeling some experienced during the first half of 1918 that the failings of democracy were being definitively exposed was therefore an illusion: the democracies were stumbling toward victory rather than defeat. However, this meant that the idea victory represented a moment of truth for democracy was also an illusion. The democracies had not seized hold of their destiny at a time of crisis. They had simply held on. The truth about successful democracies is that they never arrive at their moment of truth.

Still the temptation to see victory for democracy in 1918 as a historical watershed proved almost irresistible, especially for the people whose intervention in the war had done most to turn it into a struggle for democracy: the Americans. If some French intellectuals had a tendency to view the prospect of defeat in cosmic terms, some American intellectuals had a tendency to see victory in the same light. This was an opportunity to remake the world: to make it safe for democracy. The best known of these intellectuals was the American president, Woodrow Wilson. Yet Wilson had few illusions about democracy. Before becoming a politician he had been a full-time political scientist. He was a student of Tocqueville and a colleague of Bryce. He knew how hard it was to capture the truth about democracy at any given moment, and he understood the pitfalls of trying. But this knowledge was not enough to save him from disaster. Recognizing the pitfalls did not prevent Wilson from falling into the trap.

The year 1918 remains one of the defining crises in the history of modern democracy. The experiences of that year show how quickly extreme democratic pessimism can turn into unjustified optimism. Both are the product of the quest for the underlying truth about democracy. Democracies tend to overreach themselves when they outlast or defeat autocratic rivals, because they assume the truth about democracy has finally been revealed. It hasn’t. What eventually gets revealed instead is the inherent difficulty democracies have in seizing the moment. The triumph of democracy in 1918 was not illusory, but it was inaccessible. Democracies turn defeats into victories. However, because they misapprehend what they have done, they also turn victories into defeats.

AUTOCRACY VERSUS DEMOCRACY

For the First World War to result in a triumph for democracy it first had to turn into a crisis for democracy. In order to turn into a crisis for democracy it first had to turn into a fight for democracy. That is what had happened in 1917.

The original conflict that began in August 1914 did not make sense as a fight for democracy because the democracies were not all lined up on one side and the autocracies on the other. The world’s preeminent democracy, the United States, had remained neutral under the leadership of Wilson, who had no pressing wish to get dragged into Europe’s atavistic blood feuds. The vast majority of the American people felt the same. One reason why most Americans had little appetite to join in was that Britain and France were fighting in alliance with the most autocratic state in Europe, czarist Russia. Russia’s presence on the “democratic” side made a mockery of the idea that this was a war of political principle. Indeed, fighting the czar helped to persuade many German democrats that theirs was the true struggle for European freedom against Asiatic barbarism. From both an American and a German perspective, the British and French were not democrats. They were just imperialist hypocrites.

The Russian revolution of February 1917 changed all that. The abdication of the czar and his replacement by a provisional constitutional government committed to holding free elections was heralded as a victory for democracy. It made sense of the wider conflict in a way that even its critics could understand. The Irish playwright George Bernard Shaw, who had been against the war from the beginning, wrote to his friend, the Russian writer Maxim Gorki: “I regard the revolution as such a gain to humanity that it not only at last justifies the Franco-Anglo-Russian alliance (which in the days of tsardom was a disgrace to Western democracy) but it justifies the whole war.”2 The Russian revolution helped to precipitate America’s entry into the contest. The immediate trigger was the German High Command’s decision in January 1917 to resume sinking American ships. But the moral impetus came from Russia. As Woodrow Wilson told Congress in April when he made the announcement that America was taking up arms on the side of democracy: “Does not every American feel that assurance has been added to our hope for the future peace of the world by the wonderful and heartening things that have been happening in Russia?”3 This was the speech in which Wilson declared that America’s aim should be to create a world made safe for democracy.

In a war that had lasted far longer than anyone expected, the Russian revolution looked like the denouement. The journalist Walter Lippmann, who was about to leave the staff of the New Republic to start work at the White House, wrote after he heard Wilson’s speech: “When Russia became a Republic, and the American Republic became an enemy, the German Empire was isolated before mankind as the last refuge of autocracy.”4 Russia’s provisional government was now pledged to continue the war in the name of democratic freedom. The revolution had thrown up a fresh democratic hero in its youthful, idealistic leader, Alexander Kerensky. In the West, there was a brief cult of Kerensky, who became the symbol of a new democratic optimism. Almost everyone found something to admire in him. The always-hyperbolic Bernard Shaw, somewhat ominously, said that what he liked about “the boy braggart” Kerensky was that he reminded him of himself.

In reality, Kerensky was a thirty-six-year-old lawyer with little political experience who had been propelled to power on the back of his oratorical gifts. He had a mesmerizing speaking style, which drove crowds into paroxysms of delight, especially the women, who would wail and swoon along with their idol. But he lacked political judgment. In the summer of 1917 Kerensky decided to gamble everything on a military offensive against the encroaching Germans, putting his faith in the power of democratic ideals to motivate his forces. He called on Russia’s soldiers to prove “there is strength, not weakness, in freedom.”5 Unfortunately, they did just the opposite. The campaign turned into a disaster, as the Germans routed the ill-equipped and poorly led Russian troops. It turned out that the Russians were not drunk on freedom; many of them were simply drunk.

After this fiasco, the democratic optimism of the spring began to shrivel, in the West as well as the East. Kerensky’s new democracy seemed to confirm the old prejudices about democratic ill discipline and recklessness. He represented the triumph of democratic hope over experience. His failure opened the door for Lenin’s much more hardheaded Bolsheviks to take over. Lenin announced that he would give the Russian people what they really wanted, an end to the war, and he commenced peace negotiations with the Germans. A Russian exit from the war in the East greatly increased the chances that the democracies would lose in the West, since the Central powers would no longer be fighting on two fronts. Russia’s democratic revolution was turning out to be a disaster for democracy.

While the Kerensky cult faded in the West, another cult was on the rise: the cult of Erich Ludendorff, the implacable quartermaster of the German war effort. Ludendorff came to symbolize what the democracies were lacking. As the war dragged on through 1917 the performance of the Western democracies appeared increasingly shambolic. There were mutinies in the Allied armies, endless squabbling among the politicians, and repeated changes of personnel at the top (France went through three prime ministers in a matter of months). For all his fine words, Wilson was proving very slow at getting American troops and equipment to Europe. In November, the ill-disciplined Italian army broke and ran in the face of an Austro-Hungarian advance at Caporetto, seeming to show once again that there was weakness not strength in freedom. (The resolve of the Austro-Hungarian forces, which had been notoriously flaky, was stiffened by the presence of German troops.) Meanwhile, the German state, by now effectively a military dictatorship under the control of Paul von Hindenburg and Ludendorff, began to gather its forces for the final assault. Democracy was on the retreat. It was autocracy that was on the march.

Earlier in the year, the Atlantic Monthly had sent the journalist H. L. Mencken to Germany to profile Ludendorff. Mencken was a self-styled political iconoclast, on the model of his hero Nietzsche, whose ideas he had first introduced to the American reading public a decade earlier. Mencken revered Nietzsche as the great “sham-smasher” of democratic pieties. When the war began in 1914 Mencken came out on the side of the Germans, whose political system he admired for rewarding men on the basis of strength of will, not passing popularity. Ludendorff’s rise to supremacy confirmed this. As Mencken happily noted: “The 1914 edition of Wer Ist’s, the German Who’s Who, does not mention Ludendorff at all. At the time it was published he was a simple colonel on the German staff.”6 Now he was “the real boss of the country—perhaps the best man Germany has produced since Bismarck.” But still very little was known about him. “He is credited with no apothegms, no themes, no remarks whatever. He remains a man of mystery.”7 The contrast Mencken wanted to draw was with Wilson, a politician he despised. Wilson, the democratic man of many slogans, was all crowd-pleasing talk, all sententious philosophizing, but no action.

Mencken was touching on an anxiety that had been building throughout the war. How could the democracies, which chose their leaders on the basis of their ability to pander to the public, match the meritocratic German system, which rewarded success on the battlefield, not in the charade of electoral politics?8 War had brought Ludendorff to the top. The United States was still being led by a man who had won reelection in 1916 by promising to keep America out of the war. Wilson had shown himself to be adaptable to the point of absurdity. In a straight confrontation between the systems of government these two men represented, Mencken felt sure which was going to come out on top.

Anxiety about the inadequacies of democracy reached its peak in early 1918. Were the democracies ruthless enough to compete with their rivals in a fight to the death? Did they have sufficient will to power? Or would the democratic propensity to patch up and make do and muddle along destroy them in the end? In the East the men of action, Hindenburg and Ludendorff, Lenin and Trotsky, were deciding their own fate and perhaps the fate of the entire world. In the West, the democratic politicians were waiting to see what would turn up. The autocrats were in charge. What else did the democrats have to offer?

TWO SPEECHES

To start with, they had what democratic politicians always have in limitless supply: more words.

As 1917 turned into 1918, the world’s attention was focused on the Belorussian city of Brest-Litovsk, where German and Russian representatives were negotiating the terms of Russia’s exit from the war. The leaders of the Western democracies had two overriding fears about what might emerge from these discussions. The first was that the Bolsheviks would give too much away to the Germans, thereby shifting the balance of power in the military conflict. The second was that the Bolsheviks would demoralize the democratic war effort by pouring scorn on it. The Bolsheviks had contempt for Western democracy, which they saw as an obvious sham. Trotsky used the occasion of the peace negotiations to publish details of the secret treaties between the czarist regime and its Western allies in an attempt to show that all the belligerents were as bad as each other: scheming, devious and acquisitive. “In exposing to the entire world the work of the ruling classes,” Trotsky had announced back in November, “as expressed in the secret diplomatic documents, we address the workers with the call which forms the unshakeable foundation of our foreign policy: ‘Proletarians of all countries, unite!’”9

In early January 1918, Pravda spelled out where it stood on Wilson’s professed aim of making the world safe for democracy. It was a sick joke. The American government had entered the war not for the sake of “right and justice” but to promote “the cynical interests of the New York stock market.”

Mr. Wilson serves American war industry just as Kaiser Wilhelm serves the iron and steel industry of Germany. One gives his speeches in the style of a Quaker Republican—the other wraps himself in the mists of Prussian-Protestant-Absolutist phraseology. But at bottom it is all the same.10

Democratic leaders in the West were not worried that their populations might be reading Pravda. But they did fear the destabilizing effects of the basic Bolshevik message: that the war was a conspiracy against democracy. In both London and Washington it was decided that the moment had come to restate the reasons why the democracies were fighting this miserable war. They had to counter the idea that beneath the surface the belligerents were all as bad as each other.

The British made their case first. On January 5 the prime minister, David Lloyd George, gave a speech to a gathering of trade unionists in which he set out the Allied war aims. He emphatically rejected the Bolshevik claim that there was no moral difference between the two sides in this war. The Central powers were seeking territorial gain and material rewards for violence. The democracies were simply trying to defend themselves. Lloyd George declared that “the democracy of this country means to stand to the last by the democracies of France and Italy and all our other Allies.”11 So this was a war of democratic solidarity. The aim was to undo the wrongs done to them all, which required the restoration of territorial or material losses caused by the war. It had to be made clear that no democracy could be the victim of military aggression.

Lloyd George’s speech was designed to sound quite reasonable: who could object to democracy defending itself? In that spirit, he paid lip service to many ideas that were usually associated with Woodrow Wilson, including national self-determination and an international league to resolve future conflicts. But Wilson was not fooled. On January 8 he delivered his own statement of war aims to Congress, in which he listed fourteen principles for a democratic peace. It was intended as a rebuff to Lloyd George as much as to Lenin.

Wilson’s “Fourteen Points” speech retains its reputation as one of the twentieth century’s defining statements of democratic idealism. Yet nowhere in his list of proposals did Wilson actually use the word democracy (unlike Lloyd George, who peppered his speech with it). Lloyd George had wanted to explain why democracy would only be safe if it emerged victorious from the war. For Wilson, this made the cause of democracy too dependent on its short-term prospects. He still wanted to win the war, of course. But he did not want anyone to think that a victory by the democracies was the same thing as a victory for democracy. That would come later, and would take time. Democracy was the path to peace—Wilson was confident that established democracies would never go to war with each other—but it was a long road. Nothing would happen in a rush.

Throughout the shifts in his political stance on the war, Wilson had retained a core political philosophy, which had been with him since his days as a student of politics. Wilson had never believed in sudden moments of democratic transformation. Instead, he thought democracy needed time to establish itself and take advantage of its underlying strengths. He felt that Americans instinctively recognized this. Much of the rest of the world did not. There was a racial strain to this line of thinking: Anglo-Saxons had the temperament for democracy, but more excitable groups got carried away with it and went too far. Americans, for all their restless energy, understood that democracy required patience. However, Wilson did not simply believe it was enough to trust in what he, like Tocqueville, called “democratic providence.” He also believed that democracy needed strong leadership. The steady progress of American democracy was liable to get bogged down in mediocrity. Whereas excitable democracies needed calming down, stable democracies needed waking up to their true potential. To this end, Wilson believed in putting crises to use. They were an opportunity to reassert the terms of democratic progress.12

The Fourteen Points speech fitted with this political philosophy. It was an act of strong leadership by a man who did not want to be boxed in. The fourteen points themselves were designed to provide the framework for peace: a space in which democracy could grow. It would be achieved by “public diplomacy” (that is, no more secret treaties) (point 1), freedom of the seas (point 2), free trade (point 3), disarmament (point 4), national self-determination (point 5), the settlement of territorial disputes (points 6–13), and a new “association of nations” to resolve future conflicts (point 14).13 In essence, Wilson was trying to set a threshold for a new democratic world order that was neither too high nor too low. Lenin’s threshold was clearly far too high: on the Bolshevik worldview democratic transformation could only be achieved by means of a revolutionary rupture from everything that had gone before. But Lloyd George had set the threshold too low. He had tied too much to the mere fact of victory and to the restitution of wrongs done to the democracies currently in existence. Wilson was interested in the democracies yet to come.

For a while, it seemed to work. Wilson’s long-term vision struck an immediate chord. It was well received by the war-weary populations of Europe, who were attracted by its flexible, accommodating conception of what might come after the misery was over. It allowed people to dream a little. But it had no impact on the people who had first provoked it: the Russians negotiating at Brest-Litovsk. In the end, the Bolsheviks did one of the two things the Allies had feared. They gave up the fight. When a peace treaty was finally signed on March 3, it became clear that the Germans had insisted on total surrender, and that Lenin had complied with their wishes. The ultimate price of peace for the Russians was the loss of huge swaths of territory, including much of their industrial base. The Central powers were now in a position to turn their attention westward in the pursuit of final victory.14

This was very bad news for the democracies. But it had one benefit. It meant the other fear of the Western allies, that the Bolsheviks would undermine the will of their populations to fight, receded. Brest-Litovsk made it abundantly clear why the democracies needed to continue the struggle: to avoid being on the receiving end of a peace like that. As the British socialist intellectual Beatrice Webb wrote in her diary a few days after the terms of Russia’s surrender had been announced: “The Tolstoyans [that is, the pacifists] will blindly and fanatically continue their cry for peace at any price. But the men and women who are believers in democratic equality between man and man and race and race will become more and more in favour of continuing the war.”15 On the day war had been declared in August 1914 Webb had confided to her diary: “The best result would be that every nation should be soundly beaten and no-one victorious. That might bring us all to reason.”16 Nearly four years later, peace without victory was a luxury democracy could no longer afford.

The prospect of disaster gave the democracies a renewed sense of purpose, which helped to trump some of the differences between them. Wilson speeded up the deployment of American troops to Europe and put his peace plans on hold. The Russian catastrophe had clarified what was at stake. But clarity came at a price. Nicer distinctions got lost. It was no longer possible to distinguish between democracy’s short-term goals and its long-term prospects. For now, there was nothing to choose between them: if democracy could not hold on in the short term, its long-term prospects were moot. But something else that became increasingly hard to see was the distinction Lloyd George had insisted on between the conduct of the democracies and that of their enemies. This was total war in the pursuit of final victory, which made the belligerents difficult to tell apart. Democracy was starting to look a lot like autocracy, or perhaps it was the other way around. The Allies and the Central powers were mimicking each other in their reliance on censorship, propaganda, and the mass mobilization of their populations.

The war had become a contest between public relations machines alongside the military machines. Much of the battle focused on the effort to persuade civilians to do their duty by buying war bonds. In early 1918 the Germans launched their eighth bond drive, which was needed to fund the spring offensive that Ludendorff told the German people would bring them final victory. The success of the war loan, Ludendorff announced, would “prove our will to power, which is the source of everything.” The US Treasury responded with a massive publicity campaign to persuade American citizens to fund the war to the limit of their resources, in the run-up to the third Liberty Bond auction in April 1918. The Committee on Public Information (CPI) (the newly founded propaganda wing of the US government) quoted Ludendorff back to the American people, telling them “to prove our own will to power. . . . The failure of a single issue of government bonds would be worse for America than a disaster on the field of battle.”17 CPI publicists went out of their way to emphasize that democracy needed to be as tough as autocracy if it wanted to defeat it. “I am Public Opinion,” one Liberty Bond poster declared. “All men fear me! If you have the money to buy and do not buy, I will make this ‘No Man’s Land’ for you.” Here was Tocqueville’s tyranny of the majority, co-opted by the government’s propagandists to ensure the majority did what it was told.

This melding of the two rival political systems into one was noticed on both sides. Randolph Bourne, Wilson’s most eloquent critic on the American left, complained that American democracy was being Germanized. By 1918 Uncle Sam had become just another version of the idealized Vaterland. “A people at war,” Bourne wrote, “have become in the most literal sense obedient, respectful, trustful children again, full of that naïve faith in the all-wisdom and all-power of the adult who takes care of them.”18 This wasn’t democracy any more. It was a palliative designed to keep people quiet while their fate was being settled for them.

Meanwhile, in Germany, the novelist Thomas Mann complained that the German state was being Americanized. It was turning into just another mass political regime, with all its attendant tricks and idiocies. “Only mass politics, democratic politics,’” Mann wrote in early 1918, “that is a politics that has little or nothing to do with the higher intellectual life of the nation, is possible today—this is the knowledge that the government of the German Reich has acquired in the course of the war.”19 Mann was contemptuous of the idea of some future “democratic peace,” which he regarded as an obvious absurdity. “The rule of the people ensures peace and justice?” he asked scornfully. “The most certain safeguard of peace is ‘democratic control’? That’s what I’d like to know. . . . Did you see August 1914, the London mob dancing round Nelson’s Column? . . . Responsibility!”20 Still, he had no doubt that democracy was the wave of the future. And what did that mean? “Affairs, scandals, political-symbolic conflicts of the times, magnificent crises that inflame the burgher in alternating dances, a new one every year—this is the way we will have it, the way we will live every day.”21 Democracy would be the winner in this war, but only because the war had turned politics into a giant, empty charade.

THE TURNAROUND

What Mann did not believe possible was that Germany might actually lose the war. Democracy would triumph by default, not on the battlefield. Like many German nationalists, Mann’s worst-case scenario in early 1918 was some botched peace negotiated on the basis of Wilson’s idiotic fourteen points. After Russia’s capitulation, the idea of military defeat had become unthinkable. It seemed more remote than ever when, on March 21, Ludendorff launched his spring offensive. For the first time in the war the Central powers now had more divisions massed on the western front than the Allies. This concentration of forces enabled the German army to break through the British and French lines. The Allies suffered heavy losses in fighting that was bloody even by the standards of this ghastly conflict. Within a few weeks the situation was sufficiently desperate that the British field marshal, Douglas Haig, issued his famous order: “With our backs to the wall and believing in the justice of our cause, each one of us must fight on to the end.” The cult of the omniscient Ludendorff grew. In the words of the New Republic: “Never since the war began have the Germans seemed so much like Supermen as they do at this moment.”22

The German advances of March and April were eventually checked. But that was not the end of it. A massive new offensive was launched in May, and soon the German forces were closing in on Paris. While Parisians fled their city, in London tales of conspiracy and paranoia abounded. Defeatism was in the air, which was being preemptively blamed on anarchists and homosexuals. In the United States serious consideration was given to postponing the midterm elections scheduled for November, something that had never happened before (not even during the Civil War). Pessimists were beginning to wonder whether the game was up. Optimists were hopeful that if the Allies could hold on for a year or more, then maybe in 1919, more likely in 1920, they could start to turn the tide, once the weight of American manpower and resources was able to tell.

Then in July the turnaround occurred, perhaps the most dramatic in the history of modern warfare. The speed of the German collapse took both sides by surprise. Ludendorff, certainly, could not believe it. On August 8 his troops suffered their biggest reverse of the war, losing thirty thousand men at the Battle of Amiens. Ludendorff christened this “the black day of the German army,” and he was plunged into immediate despair. Within the space of a few weeks the master strategist was exposed as a fraud: when his military offensive failed to achieve the decisive breakthrough, it turned out he had no plan B, just endless, futile reiterations of plan A. In September he suffered a nervous breakdown and had to be packed off to a sanatorium, where his doctors encouraged him to sing folk songs to keep his spirits up. It did not work.

But if Germany’s military rulers were unprepared for defeat, the democratic leaders of the West were unprepared for victory. As late as September strategists on both sides of the Atlantic were sticking to plans that envisaged the war going on at least into 1919, and probably into 1920, by which time massed American reinforcements would be able to ram their advantage home. No one had any desire to see the American war machine, which was only now cranking into top gear, switched off prematurely. In late September the fourth Liberty Bond sale took place. The popular rallies that preceded it were greater than ever, and the propaganda was no less emphatic in its insistence that the fate of democracy hung in the balance. The life-and-death struggle for democracy continued, unaffected by the fact that German autocracy was already in its death throes.

It is a cliché of twentieth-century history that the spectacular turnaround in military fortunes in 1918 proved too much for the German people to cope with and laid the seeds for the stab-in-the-back legend that grew up afterward. How could an army that they had been told was about to win the war suddenly lose it, unless Jews and socialists had betrayed it? But the speed of the German collapse was hard for the winners to take in as well. How could the democracies that had been in such disarray in the late spring—displaying all their traditional weaknesses of indecision, backbiting, and incipient despair—have emerged so completely dominant by the autumn? On this side too it was tempting to look for some hidden explanation.

One possibility was that this had not been a victory for democracy at all. The democracies had only emerged on top by ditching their principles and behaving in a way that was as cruel and oppressive as their rivals. The conduct of the democracies in the final months of the war was certainly fearsome, both on and off the battlefield. The Allies were by now producing more, and more efficient, chemical weapons than the Central powers, and were showing no qualms about using them. It was the prospect of being obliterated by gas that did much to destroy the morale of the German army. At the same time, by this point in the conflict all the combatants were having to fight a new enemy: a deadly flu pandemic that was spreading rapidly through armies and civilian populations. It had become apparent to those in the know that large gatherings of any kind were deathtraps. Yet the US government continued to hold massive bond rallies, regardless of the dangers to public health. In late September more than two million people assembled in Philadelphia to hear government propagandists extol the virtues of democracy, in one of the biggest rallies of the war. Nothing was said of the risks they were running. Within days thousands of them were dead.23

Woodrow Wilson made no mention of the flu in any public pronouncements during 1918, and the Allied newspapers were forbidden from discussing it in detail (it became known as the “Spanish flu” because only in Spain, a noncombatant, was the press at liberty to report on the scale of the disaster). American troops were packed off to Europe in ships that made the spread of the disease inevitable; many became floating charnel houses. Ludendorff briefly became convinced that the flu would save him because it would sow panic among the Allies. His doctors, rightly, took this as further evidence that he had lost his mind. The democracies were by now far more disciplined and far more ruthless fighting machines than the Germans.

Whenever democracy survives a genuine crisis, it is tempting to think that this has only been achieved by a betrayal of democratic principles: it survives by ceasing to be itself. But this is too simplistic. The democracies did not win in 1918 merely by being more brutal than their enemies. They won by being more adaptable. In this respect, Tocqueville was right. In a long war two democratic tendencies will be in competition with each other: the tendency toward drift, which makes democracies passive and hard to rouse to the effort needed for victory, and the tendency toward experimentation, which makes democracies restless and eager to try something new. In the First World War, though it was a close-run thing, experimentation won out over drift.

The democracies proved themselves more adaptable militarily. Their armed forces performed poorly in the first three years of the war. They were badly led and set in their ways. But they did not remain like that. They were finally able to turn things around in 1918 by being far better than the Central powers at learning from their mistakes.24 The democracies were also much more adaptable politically. They were able to accommodate the simmering discontent of their populations. This might cost them in the short run—democracies cannot focus their resources in the way autocracies can, because there are always so many different demands on them—but it was an advantage in the long run. Democracies are forced to make concessions to shifts in the public mood, however inconvenient. This means they have no choice but to be flexible.25

As Tocqueville said, nondemocratic regimes are good at achieving their short-term goals, but then they get stuck. They also get stuck with their leaders, which can be disastrous when things go wrong. Democracies often shuffle their leaders, which looks like indecision, but means they can keep going until they find the right one. France’s fourth prime minister of 1917, Georges Clemenceau, was elevated to power late in the day and under chaotic circumstances (one reason for the delay was that France’s president, Raymond Poincaré, disliked and distrusted him). He turned out to be the savior of his country. In the desperate spring of 1918 Clemenceau held his nerve and helped inspire the Allies to victory. Ludendorff, the silent master, was the destroyer of Germany. By the summer of 1918 it was clear he had run out of ideas, but there was no one to replace him. Democracies adapt in the fact of their weaknesses. Autocracies plow on with theirs to the bitter end.

One of the crucial lessons of 1918 was that democracies can experiment with autocracy in ways that autocracies cannot experiment with democracy. The French, British, and American governments all wielded near dictatorial power toward the end of the war in the pursuit of ultimate victory, but they did not destroy their democracies in doing so. The German High Command, meanwhile, committed everything to military conquest because they could see no other way of dealing with their public’s desire for the war to end. The German people were as sick of the fighting as anyone and had suffered more than most (the Allied naval blockade had come close to its professed aim of starving them into submission). But Ludendorff was not willing to provide any political outlets for this resentment, for fear of where it might lead. So he doubled down on his military gamble in the West, and ended up losing everything. He had to remain in character. Wilson, Lloyd George, Clemenceau could all do a passable impersonation of an autocrat when required, not least because as democratic politicians they were well versed in shifting their positions.26 Ludendorff could not successfully impersonate a democrat, because that was an act he could not control. Mencken was wrong to think he was a man of mystery. In the end, like any tyrant, he was not mysterious enough.

Yet the fact that the victory for democracy was a triumph of adaptability over rigidity also highlights the difficulty of treating it as a moment of truth. The democracies made a mess of the war, but they won because they did not get stuck with the messes they made. Nevertheless, the temptation to rewrite history existed on the winning side as well as the losing one. The war, which had been a desperate, disjointed, deeply compromised and compromising struggle, suddenly produced a decisive outcome that trumped all that had gone before it. A complicated story became simple again. The principles of democracy had triumphed. Reason had prevailed. Now was the moment to secure a democratic peace that would make the horrors of the last four years worthwhile.

For democracy, the time is never right to capture its long-term destiny. Something about it always remains elusive. Democracies keep adapting to their circumstances, which means the mistakes keep coming. As Tocqueville said, there is something about a democracy that is always “untimely.” For that reason, as he also said, there are two particular moments of crisis when democracies will find it hard to do the right thing. One is at the beginning of a war. The other is at the end of one.

TWO ELECTIONS

Once it became clear the war was not lost, the midterm elections were back on. They were scheduled to take place on November 5. This meant Wilson spent the preceding weeks in the sort of bind that can only afflict a democratic politician. On the one hand, he was trying to bring an end to the greatest military conflagration in history and secure the future peace of the world. On the other hand, he had to worry about how this would play with ordinary Americans, whose local gripes and grumbles were often a world away from the epic events taking place in Europe. The midterms presented Wilson with a golden opportunity and a looming threat. The opportunity was to secure a vote of confidence from the American people for his long-term vision of a democratic peace. The threat was that the American people would make it clear they were not interested in long-term visions. They wanted more immediate rewards for the sacrifices they had been making. Any democratic politician who asks the voters for an open-ended commitment to the peace of the world risks being greeted with a shrug of indifference.

Wilson grappled with these dilemmas throughout October. It was by now clear that an end to the fighting was in sight. Wilson drafted an electoral message to the American people in which he asked for a clear mandate to pursue the principles he had set out in his Fourteen Points address. “If in these critical days,” he wrote, “it is your wish to back me with undivided minds, I beg that you will say so in a way which it will not be possible to misunderstand either here at home or among our associates.”27 However, this message was never released. Wilson’s advisers thought it made him sound arrogant. Wilson tried again in a second draft, in which he requested the voters, more modestly: “If you wish other leaders, please say so in unmistakable terms.”28 But this too was cut from the final draft. It was a hostage to fortune for what was not, after all, a presidential election. Wilson could not find a way to ask for the thing he wanted.

Meanwhile, some of Wilson’s friends tried to warn him about the risks he was running by expecting too much of the voters. On October 14 he met with Henry Ashurst, a Democratic senator from Arizona who had come to voice his fears about the forthcoming elections. Wilson responded with his own shrug of indifference. He explained that he had grander things to worry about than what might happen in three weeks’ time. “I am now playing for a hundred years hence,” he told Ashurst.29 For Wilson, the long-term prospects of democracy trumped its short-term convulsions. But there is no easy way to say this at election time. It is very hard to get people to vote for the idea that their votes don’t really matter.

Wilson’s other problem was that although the war was clearly approaching its end, the fighting was not yet finished. In this respect, and for perhaps the first time in his life, democratic providence let him down. The elections were held just a few days before the final armistice. Austria had agreed its own separate peace on November 3, but news was slow to arrive back in the United States, and with Germany still fighting, Wilson’s opponents hammered to the last their message that now was not the time to be talking about future accommodations with the German people. Throughout October the Republicans had campaigned on the theme that the man who had once championed peace without victory now risked squandering the prospects of a final victory with premature talk of peace. The Republican campaign managers used Wilson’s Fourteen Points speech to portray him as a dangerous idealist who needed to be reminded that the American people had more down-to-earth concerns. As one historian has put it, by painting Wilson as “a dictatorial, pacifistic, socialistic, anti-American, pro-German internationalist,” the election of 1918 “cut the pattern for Republican campaigns for the rest of the century.”30

When the results came in, it was quickly apparent that the public had not given Wilson the vote of confidence he wanted. The Democrats lost twenty-two seats in the House and seven in the Senate. But Wilson was not downhearted for long. He took comfort from the fact that election day had arrived at just the wrong moment, which meant it could be put down to bad luck as much as anything. As his campaign managers told him, just a few more days would have allowed the news of Austria’s surrender and Germany’s impending collapse to filter through from Europe, which might have made all the difference. This is what campaign managers always tell their defeated candidates: if only the election hadn’t come when it did, we could have won it! Wilson’s advisers also told him that his opponents had exploited the credulity of the voters, who had been tricked into believing Wilson was going to let the Germans off the hook. As one of them reported: “A [Republican] campaign based on the slogans ‘Unconditional Surrender’ and ‘No Negotiated Peace’ proved surprisingly effective.”31 Wilson consoled himself with the thought that the voters would come around once they understood what he really stood for: a victory that would last.

When would that be? The first thing that had to happen was for all the fighting to stop, so that it would not be so easy for unscrupulous politicians to jumble up the issues of war and peace. However, the British general election that took place a month later showed that even when the fighting had stopped, unscrupulous politicians could still have a field day. Lloyd George scheduled the election for December 14. It was the first to take place in Britain since 1910 and also the first to be held since the passage of the Representation of the People Act earlier in the year, which had extended the vote to almost all men aged over twenty-one and to most women over thirty. Britain was now a genuine mass democracy. Many of those who were entitled to vote were still serving as soldiers, despite the fact that the war had ended a month previously. Nonetheless, the end of hostilities and the collapse of Germany meant this was a definitively postwar election. The question was no longer how to win. The question was what to do with the victory.

The 1918 general election soon acquired a number of different names from contemporaries. It was christened the “coupon” election, in reference to the letters sent out by Lloyd George and the leader of the Conservatives, Andrew Bonar Law, endorsing their favored candidates at the expense of rival Liberals (the Liberal prime minister that Lloyd George had deposed in 1916, Herbert Asquith, christened these “coupons” in a disparaging reference to wartime rationing). It was also a “khaki” election because of the number of soldiers voting and the patriotic themes that dominated.32 Finally, this was the “Hang the Kaiser!” election, because of the virulent and jingoistic newspaper headlines that proliferated throughout the campaign. The press, dominated by newspaper magnates like Northcliffe (who had been Lloyd George’s director of propaganda) and Beaverbrook (who had been his minister of information), were in no mood for talk of reconciliation and aiding German recovery. The priority was to make the losers pay for the war. Lloyd George tapped into these sentiments with election addresses promising “to demand the whole cost of the war from Germany.” The voters returned his government with an overwhelming majority. Asquith’s Liberals were crushed.

Nonetheless, these nicknames are misleading. Participants in the election did not experience it as a festival of patriotic enthusiasm and vindictiveness. More remember the mood as sullen, resentful, bemused. The war had been long and hard. The victory had been swift and overwhelming. Now the election was an added burden. The Liberal politician Charles Masterman, a friend of Lloyd George, described what he encountered during the campaign:

The Election was hopeless. I addressed thirty meetings, mostly in the open air. The rain fell steadily on us, the crowd gazed open-mouthed and silent. They cheered nothing, not even Lloyd George’s name. They hissed nothing. They only intelligible sentence they responded to with a slight rumble distantly resembling approval was that there ought not to have been an election.33

It was a miserable affair, not because the mob was out for revenge, but because the public was in no mood to be co-opted into any more grand schemes. They wanted a return to normality. The sudden influx of women into the electorate did not fulfill either the hopes or the fears of those who anticipated that their presence would have a transformative effect. Most women voters, like most men, had no strong views about what to do with their victory. They simply knew they didn’t want to pay for it. The politicians and the public embraced the vitriol of the press as a displacement activity in lieu of discussing more difficult subjects. The war had been funded by huge amounts of public borrowing, which had fueled an incipient inflation. No one wanted to talk about retrenchment or repayment. So instead they talked about punishing the Germans.

All this gave the election an air of unreality. It certainly looked like the worst of democracy. As the Economist noted in its December 14 issue, “the election and all its circumstances have been a grisly example of the manner in which politics should not be conducted.”34 Yet it was also a charade: the vengefulness and hysteria were just a contrivance, a way of avoiding making tough decisions. So what was the true face of democracy? There were two prevailing views. One, optimistic, said that behind all the noise and distortion of election time lay the good sense of the public, which would come through in the end. The Economist professed to believe this: “The country is not nearly so base as those who appeal to its baser feelings seem to think.” Democracy would “stumble through this valley” and eventually “reach the heights” where it could think for itself.35 Then it would choose peaceful coexistence. But the other view said that the crass, sometimes absurd business of electoral politics was the reality of democracy. There was nothing hidden behind it. Instead, it was Wilsonian idealism, which purported to see beyond mere elections, that was the fantasy.

On this second view, it was only the extremity of the crisis of 1918 that had hidden the true face of democracy. When everything was on the line, it was possible to believe that democracy had arrived at its moment of truth. But as soon as the crisis was passed, then democratic politics returned to its familiar pattern of missteps and muddling on. Walter Lippmann reported a conversation he had with an Italian politician in December 1918, when, as he put it, “the British elections were at the bottom of their deepest depression.” The Italian told him to take note of what these elections said about the real condition of democracy in Europe:

We have been through a frightful illness and thought we were going to die. Our minds turned in those days to higher things, and along came the Americans with a perfect bedside manner, entrancing self-confidence, the strength of youth, and a gospel of the simple life. We made good resolutions. . . . You know—no more city life, but the country, a cow, rise at dawn, to bed early, exercise, fear God and listen to Woodrow Wilson. It was sincere at the time. Then Europe recovered. It put off going to the country. It paid a visit to the old haunts, met the old cronies, and felt most awfully bored with the everlasting morality of the Fourteen Commandments. A little of that goes a long way.36

THE AFTERMATH

In December Wilson decided to take matters into his own hands. He traveled to Europe, the first sitting American president to do so, in order to prepare the ground for the peace conference that would be held in Paris the following year. He was greeted by huge, enthusiastic crowds in London and Paris, and similarly vast gatherings in Rome, where he went in January. Wilson was greatly cheered by this: even if the American voters had failed to give his peace plans their endorsement, the goodwill of the European public was unmistakable. The people who came out in their millions to greet him and to wave banners in praise of the Fourteen Points and of their author, whom they dubbed “the Savior of Humanity,” clearly wanted a stable democratic peace as much as he did. The results of the British election did not deter him. Wilson took these crowds to signal that there existed a groundswell of democratic optimism that could not find expression through the messy business of elections. It had been distorted by rabid newspaper opinion. The people of Europe were behind him, and their politicians and pressmen would have to come around.

He was wrong. The huge crowds that welcomed him to Europe were a reflection of the fact that he was by now the most famous man in the world (his only plausible rival in early 1919 would have been Charlie Chaplin). This was the power of celebrity, not democracy, in action. A cult of Wilson had replaced the earlier cults of Kerensky and Ludendorff, and had much of Europe in its grip. It proved just as evanescent. George Bernard Shaw, always a good weather vane, had put aside any earlier doubts about Wilson to embrace the new hero of the hour. He published his own guide to the forthcoming peace conference, in which he declared: “Mr Wilson, as a Great Man standing for a Great Idea, must depend on sheer intelligence and moral superiority, without regard to election figures.”37 This was very bad advice. Europe’s politicians were well versed in the results of the November midterms and knew that Wilson’s grand schemes did not necessarily represent American public opinion. Since this meant that there were no guarantees he would be able to deliver on his promises, it gravely weakened his negotiating position.

Meanwhile, the British elections had shown that whatever banners the cheering crowds might hold up, national electorates were much more concerned about what they might lose in the Paris negotiations than by what they stood to gain by crossing over into Wilson’s promised land of democratic peace. The costs of the war were not something any democracy wanted to take on to itself. Every European state had exited the war burdened with debt: they owed money to their own citizens, to each other, and, crucially, to the United States. No state was willing to honor those obligations unless it received what it was owed first.

Wilson came face to face with this hard reality in April. It was the Italians who revealed it to him. Italy had only joined the war on the Allied side in 1915, on the basis of the secret treaty of London that had promised the Italians territorial gains from a dismantled Austro-Hungarian Empire. This was just the sort of clandestine deal making the Bolsheviks had used to embarrass the democracies, and Wilson was pledged in the Fourteen Points to abolish it. But to his intense frustration, the Italian prime minister, Vittorio Orlando, and his foreign minister, Sidney Sonnino (who had negotiated the original treaty), were determined that they should get what they had been promised, above all the Adriatic port of Fiume. Exasperated by their refusal to budge and remembering the ecstatic reception he had received from the crowds in Rome a few months earlier, Wilson decided to appeal over the heads of the politicians and speak directly to the Italian people.

On April 23 he issued a statement through the Italian newspapers calling on the Italian public to give up their territorial demands and join him in creating a new order built on “the rights of peoples and the right of the world to peace.” This too brought the crowds out onto the streets. They tore down street signs that had been erected in honor of Wilson’s visit and replaced the word Wilson with the word Fiume. Orlando immediately returned to Italy where he was greeted with a popular outpouring of support, and banners declaring: “Viva Orlando! Viva Fiume! Viva Italia.” The national parliament gave him its unequivocal backing. Mussolini’s recently founded fascists attached themselves to this sudden upsurge in nationalist sentiment and did what they could to exploit it. They also found an early hero in Gabriele d’Annunzio, the poet and rabble-rouser, who made Fiume his personal cause and Wilson the object of his ridicule (“That Quaker,” as he told parliament, “with his long equine face and his thirty-two false teeth.”).38 Mussolini followed in his footsteps. The cult of Wilson was over. The much longer-lasting cult of Mussolini was about to begin.

Wilson discovered there was no reliable way to access the democratic goodwill of the people of Europe. Whenever he tried to grasp it, it slipped through his fingers. So he had no choice but to deal with the politicians instead. For month after miserable month he met with Lloyd George and Clemenceau (and Orlando when he was not back in Italy stirring up trouble), and he grappled with their demands and their fears. The basic gulf remained the one that had existed at the start of 1918. The British and French governments wanted security for the victorious democracies. Wilson wanted to leave the door open for democracy to grow and to achieve its long-term potential.

The British and French position was not simply backward looking and vindictive. The French in particular did not trust Germany’s new democracy to behave itself in the future. At the start of 1919 Clemenceau saw a Europe in which all the major states bordering Germany had been diminished by war—Russia had collapsed, the French were morally and materially exhausted, the Austro-Hungarian Empire was splintered—while Germany had been left relatively unscathed, with her industry intact and her economic potential undiminished, save only for the loss of her national pride. In these circumstances, any democracy was liable to seek revenge.

Wilson’s belief was that in the long run, and given the chance, German democracy could evolve and mature. Clemenceau thought that before that happened, German democracy was capable of anything, and he was not prepared to take any chances. So what he wanted were concrete guarantees: a promise of American armed support in the event of renewed German aggression, and American financial support to help rebuild the French economy. In the absence of these, he would only sign up to Wilson’s League of Nations if the remainder of the peace treaty did what it could to keep Germany on her knees.

The peace that eventually emerged from the Paris Conference had two faces, reflecting the two sides of democracy: the hopeful and the fearful. The victorious European democracies were afraid they might still end up the losers from the conflict. Their peace was enshrined in the war guilt clauses of the Treaty of Versailles: Germany had to accept moral blame for the conflict, to pay large reparations, to cede significant amounts of territory, and to dismantle its military. The other face of the peace was contained in the provisions made by the treaty to establish a League of Nations, to oversee the peaceful settlement of international disputes, and to coordinate worldwide disarmament. These parts of the Versailles treaty looked forward to a secure democratic future.

Wilson was confident that over time the good side of the peace would undo the bad. He believed that the long-term advantages of democracy would eventually trump its short-term failings. But his critics thought he had got this entirely the wrong way around. The bad bits of the treaty would make a mess of all its good intentions, since they would poison the new world order before it got going. The Treaty of Versailles was a patch-up job. It redrew the map of Europe to accommodate a whole series of burning national demands and resentments. Yet Wilson’s League of Nations was committed to defending these arrangements in the name of democracy. Wilson was assuming that so long as the world is geared toward its democratic destiny, nothing bad can last for long. He was forgetting that even the bad things that do not last long can play havoc with political destiny. Like the American steamboat builders Tocqueville had written about, Wilson’s faith in the future had persuaded him to put an unsafe ship out to sea. Soon he would have to watch his ship go down.

One of Wilson’s most savage critics was Lippmann, who like many progressive young men on the fringes of power saw the Versailles treaty as a personal betrayal. He had more cause than most. Lippmann had made his name before the war as the author of Mastery and Drift, a book that argued for strong, scientifically minded political leadership to arrest the democratic tendency to muddle along aimlessly. These views had served to bring him within Wilson’s orbit. He had helped Wilson draft his Fourteen Points speech. Now he saw Wilson attach those open-ended, flexible, accommodating principles to a treaty that was narrow-minded and inflexible and punitive. Wilson had abandoned what for Lippmann had been his shining virtue: his patient resolve. He had become impatient and thereby had lost control of events. Lippmann believed that Wilson had betrayed his own principle that creating a world safe for democracy took time. You could not simply make a peace and call it democracy. If you did, you were liable to force the world’s already established democracies to defend the indefensible.

The focus of this anxiety was Article X of the new League of Nations charter, which committed the members of the league to defend other members against external aggression. Given the Versailles peace had created all sorts of unstable and volatile “self-governing” entities across Europe, this was a hostage to fortune. The league had bound itself to treat the arrangements that had been agreed in Paris in 1919 as though they were set in stone, when in reality they were lines in the sand. Lippmann argued that Article X constituted a form of political arrogance: it was “an effort to be wiser than the next generation.”39 No one could know which nations would prosper, which boundaries would endure, and which democracies would survive. Committing the United States to defend an entirely arbitrary point in the evolution of global democracy undermined the ability of democracies to make their own fate. Wilson had made the mistake of trying to second-guess democratic providence.

Lippmann’s attack on Article X was joined from the other side by American Republican leaders in the Senate, who wanted to know why the United States was being asked to put its fate in the hands of others. If the League of Nations existed to make the world safe for democracy, why was American democracy being prevented from making its own choices about whom its friends and enemies were? In July Wilson had traveled back to the United States to sell his peace to the American people. On August 19 he agreed to appear before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee to tackle his critics head on. One of them, a pompous, blustering senator from Ohio called Warren Harding, wanted to know whether Article X was binding or not. If it was, how could the elected representatives of the American people sign up to it? If it wasn’t, what was the point of it?

Wilson, increasingly bad tempered, tried to explain that it was neither binding nor nonbinding: it was a kind of moral signpost, designed to guide the world toward its better future. But pressed, he had to admit that America’s democratic politicians were bound to express “the judgment of the American people.” He went on: “If the unhappy time should come when that judgment is against the judgment of the rest of the world, we would have to express it.”40 This little exchange was a portent of things to come. Wilson was trying to speak for democracy in general. Harding spoke for one democracy in particular. Wilson was much smarter and better informed than Harding. He had a wealth of knowledge and experience on his side. But Harding won the argument.

Exasperated by his mauling at the hands of his opponents in the Senate, Wilson decided once again to appeal over the heads of the politicians to the people, who he believed were on his side. In September Wilson embarked on a speaking tour across the country, heading west to where he believed the strongest support for the League of Nations was to be found. He appeared before increasingly large and enthusiastic crowds, to whom he portrayed a vision of two possible futures for American democracy. In one, full participation in the new institutions of the democratic peace would guarantee for the United States a secure and prosperous future. It would take time but it would be worth it: all it required was a leap of faith. In the other, American democracy, resolved to reserve its own judgment on international affairs, becomes a paranoid and militaristic society, indistinguishable from its enemies. Short-term security would have been bought at too high a price.

By the end of September, after nearly a solid month of travel and public speaking, Wilson was on the brink of collapse (he was almost certainly still suffering from the aftereffects of an attack of the flu that had struck him in Paris in April). He was taken back to Washington to recuperate. On October 2 he suffered a severe stroke, which almost killed him. More dead than alive he remained in office and in his enfeebled state refused all talk of a compromise with the Senate on the ratification of the treaty. He remained convinced that the crowds that had come out to listen to him in September were the true representatives of American public opinion. But he was deceiving himself. By now he was trapped, in body and in mind. He had been trying to grasp something that was out of reach. He wanted to access the better instincts of the people, over and above the distortions of elections and newspapers and all the day-to-day noise of democratic politics. He was determined, somehow, to capture the democratic future in the present. But the democratic future cannot be captured in the present. Democracy lives from moment to moment. That is its strength, and its weakness.

In mid-November Wilson rejected a proposal from his Republican critics in the Senate to endorse the treaty with reservations on certain provisions, including Article X of the charter of the League of Nations. Wilson insisted that the choice was an all-or-nothing one: either ratification or the wilderness. As a result the United States never signed the Treaty of Versailles and never joined the League of Nations. Wilson served out his time in office bitter, sick, and isolated from the outside world. In the presidential election of 1920, the Democrats chose as their candidate the governor of Ohio, James Cox, a strong supporter of the League of Nations, and as his running mate Franklin D. Roosevelt, the assistant secretary to the navy and another internationalist. The Republicans chose Warren Harding, and for vice president, Calvin Coolidge. Harding won. His margin of victory in the popular vote—60 percent to 34 percent—was the largest ever recorded. The American people did not make a wise choice. In a competitive field, Harding proved himself to be to be one of the more useless presidents in American history.

Harding is now more or less forgotten, but Wilson remains a deeply divisive figure. He is easy to caricature. He has been variously portrayed as a fantasist, an academic dreamer, a hyperrationalist, an unthinking believer in providence, a hypocrite, and a fool—the horse-faced Quaker with his thirty-two false teeth. For a new generation of twenty-first-century rabble-rousers like Glenn Beck, Wilson has been cast the schoolteacher-tyrant, a type that Tocqueville warned against. He is the professorial president who enmeshed America in his schemes of a managed world order and a managed currency (President Obama is, on these accounts, his obvious heir). But none of these characterizations is remotely fair. Wilson was certainly a professorial type, and as a working professor he had come to an understanding of some truths about democracy. Its future was secure and something to trust in, but its present was messy and to be handled with caution. He did not think it was a good idea to tempt providence. But then he became a working politician, and he eventually discovered that the temptation could prove irresistible. For most of his political career he resisted it, and he was remarkably successful. Cautious, ambitious, insightful, adaptable, confident, taking nothing for granted: his political skills were formidable. But his extraordinary experiences in 1918 made him want to speed up the passage of time in the year that followed, particularly as time started to run out for him personally. That was his undoing. He tried to pin democracy down, and it got away from him.


CHAPTER 2

1933

Fear Itself

THE CRISIS

The year 1933 was truly grim for democracy. We know this now, of course, and can sum up the reason why in a single word: Hitler. People who lived through 1933 also thought it was a terrible year for democracy, though for most of them Hitler’s arrival in power was only a small part of it. Events in Germany were more a symptom than the cause of what had gone wrong. The real problem was the failure of the established democracies to stem the tide of history as it appeared to be flowing against them. The democracies had lost control of their destiny and were floundering. If contemporaries had been asked to sum up in a single word their sense that things were spiraling out of control, they would have said: London.

As seen at the time, the great political calamity of 1933 was the World Economic Conference, which took place in London over six hot and miserable weeks during June and July. It began with a great fanfare of expectation. After nearly four years of economic depression following the crash of 1929, this was a final chance for the world’s leading economies to arrest the slide into chaos. The aims of the conference were to stabilize exchange rates, restore international cooperation against a rising tide of protectionism, and revive economic confidence. All this was far easier said than done, however. The conference took place in the dusty and overcrowded chambers of the London Geological Museum, a setting that didn’t do much to convey a sense of urgency. There were sixty-six countries in attendance, which made the whole event ridiculously cumbersome. By no means all of these countries were democracies: most weren’t, since by 1933 democracy was in retreat all over the world. Of the seventeen new democracies that had been set up in the hopeful aftermath of the First World War, only a few were left. Italy, Portugal, Poland, Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, Japan, and Germany had all reverted to forms of authoritarianism. Each of them was represented at the London conference anyway. Of the big powers only the Soviet Union stayed away. Nevertheless, the three leading players were still democracies: the United States, Britain, and France. It was generally accepted that however chaotic and confused things got in the main body of the conference, its success or failure would depend on these three coming to an understanding among themselves. If they couldn’t agree, then what hope was there for the rest?

As it turned out, they couldn’t agree. The conference ended in failure, accompanied by plentiful recriminations and a widespread sense of betrayal. The British and French felt betrayed by the Americans, above all by the actions of the new American president, Franklin Roosevelt; the Americans felt the British and French had been betrayed by their false expectations; the British and French, as is traditional, felt betrayed by each other. Stalin was delighted. So too were Hitler’s representatives in the German delegation, who felt that the conference had fulfilled its purpose of showing that democracy was a busted system. All that remained, one of them reported back to Berlin, was to ensure “that the odium for the failure is heaped onto others while ensuring that Germany reaps the benefit.”1 In the middle of the worst economic crisis of the century, the established democracies had been given an opportunity to seize the moment and save themselves. They had blown it. Now was the time for their rivals to show what they could do.

However, not everyone on the side of the democracies was downhearted. The conference was only a calamity for democracy if you believed that democracy had arrived at its moment of truth. If, on the other hand, you believed that the great advantage of democracy was that it never reaches its moment of truth, then the failure of the conference was a price that had to be paid for allowing the democracies to carry on muddling through. Roosevelt, by keeping his options open, did what a democratic politician must. Their rivals wanted to pin the disastrous state of the world in 1933 onto the democracies. But democracy cannot be pinned down so easily. This was why even at the height of the crisis the democracies were unable to agree on what needed to be done. But it was also why the crisis did not finish them.

The year 1933 showed what can be at stake for democracy when confronted with a worldwide economic crisis. In Germany, the failure of democracy was absolute. In a country where democracy had not yet passed the confidence threshold, muddle and confusion simply bred toxic mistrust of democratic institutions and paved the way for a ruthless autocratic takeover. In the United States, by contrast, muddle and confusion prepared the ground for a recovery of sorts. German experiences before and after 1933 confirm how dangerous it is to assume that democracies can improvise a solution to every crisis they face. Improvisation destroyed the Weimar Republic, because it unraveled the authority of the state. But the demise of Weimar was not the whole story. Democracy looked to be in deep trouble almost everywhere in 1933. Yet that impression was ultimately misleading. No one can know for sure when established democracies have finally run out of road. Sometimes, despite the risks, improvisation remains the best bet.

THE RIVALS

By 1933 democracy was engaged in an ideological battle on two fronts. It faced twin rivals in Soviet Bolshevism and Italian fascism. Both these systems had been in place for more than a decade, but during the relatively prosperous 1920s they tended to be seen in the West as political curiosities. Stalin and Mussolini were not exactly figures of fun, but nor were they taken entirely seriously. That changed after 1929. The Great Depression turned Bolshevism and fascism in many people’s eyes into standing rebukes to Western democracy. These new autocracies suddenly appeared to have some of the virtues the democracies so conspicuously lacked. They were decisive. They were resolute. Their leaders were not hamstrung by the need to compromise and to pander to their electorates. They could make the political weather. The democracies, by contrast, appeared in danger of being blown away by forces beyond their power to control.

Democracy revealed its relative weakness in two ways. First, democratic politics was too slow for a world that increasingly required rapid responses. The presiding impression that had been left by four years of economic turmoil and mismanagement was of Western politicians struggling to keep up with the speed of events. While they were debating what to do next, the crisis would take another turn, so that they were left proposing solutions to yesterday’s problems. Jan Smuts, the South African leader and one of the original architects of the League of Nations, came to London in 1933 and articulated fears that many shared: “The pace of events is such as to demand swift action, decisive action at almost every point. I wonder whether we can be as decisive as the dictators. Yet it is only in that way that democracy will be able to defend itself.”2 At the same time, democracy appeared too fickle to generate lasting solutions to problems that required a long-term perspective. Too much about democracy seemed piecemeal, hasty, rushed. Decisions would be made and then unmade, solutions proposed and then abandoned, as governments came and went. It was a sobering fact that by the time of the London conference Russia and Italy were the only major countries not to have experienced a change of government since the start of the depression. Stalin and Mussolini represented continuity in an unstable world. Every democracy—the United States, Britain, France, Germany, Spain, every republic in Latin America, every republic in central and eastern Europe—had changed its government at least once since 1929. Plenty had abandoned democracy altogether.

Too slow to act, too quick to change its mind: this was the double trouble with democracy. The contrast the new autocracies provided was symbolized by Stalin’s decision to modernize the Soviet Union through a series of five-year plans. The first five-year plan had been unveiled in 1928. Its aim was to drag the Russian economy into the twentieth century by means of a rapid expansion of heavy industry. Wildly ambitious targets were set and all the coercive machinery of the state employed to ensure they were met on time. To start with, the response in the West was generally derisive, both of the scale and the specificity of the targets. But as the Western economies went into a nosedive after 1929, and the Soviet economy moved inexorably toward those targets, the tone changed. Across the democracies, references to five-year plans started to proliferate, as politicians cited them in evidence of what might be achieved with a little foresight and determination. In 1932, the future British prime minister, Clement Attlee, told the House of Commons:

If I had put forward a suggestion of this need of a national plan quite a short time ago, such Members as were present . . . would all have said: “Oh the Russians, with their ridiculous Five-Year Plans!” As a matter of fact, the times have changed entirely, and in every country the people are now beginning to say, “Is not the Russian Five-Year Plan going to succeed, and what are we going to do about it?”3

Another speaker in the same debate called the five-year plan “the most vital and important economic and political fact in the world at the moment.” It showed the sort of resolve that democracy was lacking.

Some commentators believed that unless democracy could compete with the grandiosity of Stalin’s schemes, it was doomed. The Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gassett argued that given the “vegetative” condition of Western democracy, the emotional and spiritual pull of the five-year plan would prove almost impossible to resist.4 The only thing that might rival it was a grand plan to create a United States of Europe, something that would have seemed absurdly ambitious in 1933. Others thought that Bolshevism gave democracy a glimpse of its own destiny. In the early 1930s plenty of Western intellectuals traveled to the Soviet Union and came back with tales of having seen the future. One was Bernard Shaw, who decided that Stalinism was not the alternative to Western democracy; it was its crowning achievement. He told American audiences they should not be afraid of the ruthless determination of the Bolsheviks because it was a necessary feature of any genuinely democratic revolution, including their own (“Jefferson is Lenin,” he explained helpfully, “Hamilton is Stalin”). Stalinism was ultimately America’s reward for having fought a war to make the world safe for democracy: “The USSR is what you got for your liberty loans and the blood of your young men. It was not what you intended to get but it seems it was what God intended you to get.”5 If you really believe in democracy, Shaw seemed to be saying, then don’t complain about the way democratic providence pans out.

Attempts were likewise made to turn fascism into the true face of democracy. The British trade consul in Rome reassured a London audience in 1933 that Mussolini was neither a tyrant nor a fool; he was a democratic visionary. He had invented a “new form of democracy” that used the power of the state to reconcile competing interests while commanding popular support. It was this revitalized democracy that explained why “Italy was holding her head above water” while the rest of Europe was drowning. True, Mussolini looked like a dictator, but the fact that he had abolished the old Italian parliament showed he was not one:

If Signor Mussolini had wished to be a dictator for life he would have kept the old inefficient Parliament in being. Everybody would have supported him against it. The fact that he created a new chamber which enjoys so much of the confidence and backing of the people is a proof of his disinterestedness, and that he wishes not to override the will of the people, but to guide and educate it.6

Shaw, never one to be left out, also praised Mussolini as a leader whose decisiveness showed “what is really possible and what is real in a genuine democracy.”7

It was not only the useful idiots who thought that democracy needed to learn from its rivals. In a 1932 BBC radio address the economist John Maynard Keynes described Soviet Bolshevism and Italian fascism as “the two most extraordinary political movements of the modern age,” and he told his audience: “Let us not belittle these magnificent experiments or refuse to learn from them.”8 Still, Keynes did not confuse them with democracy, which continued to possess the crucial long-term advantages. Bolshevism and fascism were enjoying the benefits of being young movements. Over time, these benefits would fade and the two fatal weaknesses of any autocratic system would emerge: first, a growing dissatisfaction on the part of the general population with being told what to do; second, sclerotic leadership (only in the early days, Keynes insisted, “when those who rule have carved their own way to power,” did autocracies have a mechanism for picking out “the best talent”). In the long run, neither system could compete with Western democracy. Nevertheless, Keynes was famously skeptical about putting too much weight on how things would play out in the long run. (“The long run is a misleading guide to current affairs. In the long run we are all dead.”9) For now, Russia and Italy had shown the advantages of what he called “intelligence and deliberation at the centre” in organizing the life of the state.

The challenge for the democracies was to maintain their long-term advantages while taking action to address their present failings. Keynes thought the way to do it was for “state planning [to] be carried out in the same sort of way and with the same kinds of instruments of administration under a democratic as they would under an autocratic government.”10 This would be possible because democracies could experiment with autocracy without letting it take over: they still retained the capacity to kick out their administrators if they went too far. Administrative expertise would rescue democracy from its short-term inability to make the best use of its own resources; democratic judgment would then rescue the administrators from their inevitable tendency to accumulate too much power over time.

It was a nice idea but there were two problems. The first was elections. Keynes hated elections. He couldn’t bear having to listen to all the rubbish politicians were required to utter in order to get elected. When really important decisions had to be made, he thought elections could do great damage. He had seen it happen twice in his lifetime. Once was the British general election of 1918, which Keynes thought had done much to poison the Paris peace conference. The other was the British general election of 1931, which had returned a National government promising austerity and a balanced budget at a time when what was needed (Keynes was convinced) was more public spending. In both cases, it disgusted him to see how easily votes could be harvested with scaremongering and idiotic slogans (“Hang the Kaiser!” “Save the Pound!”). “General elections are always dismal affairs,” he wrote to a friend during the 1931 campaign, “but I do not think I remember any election in which more outrageous lies were told by leading statesmen.”11

In Keynes’s ideal world, elections would only take place at moments of calm. In a crisis, when ordinary people tend not to be thinking straight, it was better to leave things to the experts (that is, to people like him). This was wishful thinking, of course—as Tocqueville had noted, there is no such thing as a calm election. But it also made it hard to see how democracy could be relied on to sort things out once the experts overreached themselves, given that democracy would be being asked to pass judgment at a moment when things were going wrong. This is the unresolved tension in attempts to combine autocratic efficiency with democratic accountability. We give power to experts because democracy can’t be relied on in the short term. We think it’s safe to give them that power because democracy can be relied on in the long term. Yet at some point the long-term reliability of democracy will have to be put to the test in a crisis if it is going to make any difference. And when that happens, people are liable to ask themselves why they needed the experts in the first place.

The other problem for Keynes was the one that has haunted democracy throughout its modern history: gold. The conventional view had been that only a gold standard could give democracies the stability they needed. This idea went back to the nineteenth century and to the traditional criticism of democracies: they had no self-discipline. Without the external discipline of a gold standard, democracies would always be prey to their fickle tendencies and free to inflate away their obligations. For Keynes the discipline gold bought came at the price of flexibility: it left decision makers unable to adapt to the requirements of the moment, particularly in an economic crisis. It squeezed the room experts needed to exercise their judgment. Keynes thought the obsession with gold was a kind of fetish. Nevertheless, he recognized its power. Democratically elected politicians had to bow down before it if they were not going to appear crazily irresponsible and cavalier. In a world where gold signaled discipline, any rejection of gold signaled ill discipline. No democracy could afford that.

What to do? The crisis of the First World War had forced the leading combatants (including Britain) to suspend the convertibility of their currencies to gold. The Bank of England insisted that this was a temporary measure, brought on by an emergency.12 Gold payments had to be resumed if the country was to be restored to its former preeminence. After some dithering Britain had rejoined the gold standard in 1925 at a punitive rate, suffered six years of grinding deflation and rising unemployment, then had given up the struggle. In the autumn of 1931 Britain once again suspended gold payments, its politicians having done everything in their power to avoid that fate. It took an emergency National government to throw in the towel: the Labour administration that preceded it hadn’t dared (as one of its outgoing members, Sidney Webb complained when told that Britain was coming off gold: “Nobody told us we could do that!”).13

Permitting the pound to float was a decision of last resort, taken by politicians who were for the most part deeply fearful of the consequences. So even though the consequences proved broadly beneficial—the devaluation of sterling helped to kick-start the British economy, driving up exports and easing the squeeze on wages—the whole episode was not a great advertisement for democracy. The National government that enjoyed the benefits of coming off gold was made up of “sound money” men who repeatedly claimed the whole thing was a disaster and would require much more belt-tightening to stave off its ill effects. If they really believed what they said, Keynes felt, they were fools. If they didn’t, they were liars. What Keynes most hated about the 1931 election was that it was these fools and liars who were returned with a thumping majority. This was definitely not an example of intelligence and deliberation at the center. It was what made democracy such a frustrating system of government: the right solution stumbled across by the wrong people, who didn’t understand what they were doing.

Nor was it an example that could easily be copied by other democracies. The outside view was that the British were being reckless and cavalier, and that a general retreat from the gold standard would produce global instability and a beggar-thy-neighbor round of competitive devaluations. It was typical British hypocrisy to preach the virtues of monetary discipline while selfishly enjoying the benefits of having breached them. Especially appalled were the French, who were terrified of abandoning gold. The French government had only resumed gold payments in 1927 after an inflation that nearly bankrupted the French economy and wiped out personal savings. The French public and politicians alike were convinced that gold was all that stood between democracy and disaster; without it, their political system could not be trusted to show any resolve. Britain had come off gold when it felt it had no choice. France had gone back on gold when it felt it had no choice. At this point in its history French democracy was frightened of itself.

The respective condition of British and French democracy—incompetent and fearful—showed how hard it would be to reach any agreement about what needed to be done to get the world out of its slump. In 1933 Keynes would have liked a meeting of independent economic experts, freed from the rivalries and neurotic pressures of their national governments, to sort out the mess. What he got was the London conference instead. But at least it wouldn’t just be down to the British and French. The Americans were coming.

CONFERENCE SEASON

During the 1920s many Americans had turned their back on international affairs, preferring to surf along with the tide of rising domestic prosperity. But after 1929, the mood shifted dramatically. The economic catastrophe showed that international affairs could not safely be left to take care of themselves. By 1931 the Hoover administration, partly in response to the pressure of public opinion, had begun a process of reengagement with the institutions of the League of Nations, though stopping short of formal American entry. American representatives started to play their full part in a succession of international conferences on disarmament, on free trade, and on other steps to revive the world economy. A meeting at Lausanne in the summer of 1932 had attempted to lay down the ground rules for a comprehensive international economic rescue plan, though no consensus could be reached on the key questions of currency stabilization and tariff reduction. At the insistence of the Americans it was decided to organize a make-or-break gathering of all the leading nations for the following year. The British government agreed to act as host. In that sense, the London conference was an American idea.

This was what gave many people hope. It was widely understood that no solution to the world’s problems would be possible without American involvement, and now here were the Americans taking the lead. But hope was tempered by caution. There were a number of reasons to doubt the extent of America’s commitment. The first was the problem of debt. For the European nations, including Britain and France, the immediate priority for restoring economic confidence was to reduce the crushing burden of debt left over from the war. Germany owed Britain and France in the form of reparations; Britain and France owed the United States in the form of war loans. During the 1920s, the United States had exported capital to Germany, which allowed the Germans to keep paying back the British and French, which allowed the British and French to keep paying back the Americans. After 1929, following the collapse of global trade, all that ceased. The magic circle no longer worked. If America was in no position to help Germany pay its debts, then Britain and France wanted to know how they were going to pay their debts to America. They would only pay what they owed if they were paid what they were owed. Otherwise, they wanted the United States to let them off the hook.

The Americans couldn’t do it, because democratic public opinion wouldn’t allow it. Back in 1922 the US Congress had passed a bill that was still in force, setting a floor to any restructuring of war debts at 90 cents on the dollar. The American public remained adamant that the Europeans must pay back what they had borrowed. Democracies, then as now, do not like to see other democracies wriggle out of their obligations; it is one of the things that set basic limits to international democratic solidarity. At Lausanne, British and French representatives had pressed hard for a reopening of the debt question, but the Americans refused to budge. Their precondition for taking part in the London conference was that the issue of war debts and reparations should not be on the agenda, because of the toxic domestic consequences of any renegotiation. The conference would have to be restricted to questions of currency, prices, and free trade. That was the only way to reach an agreement that could pass back home. It was not a good omen. For many Europeans it was all too reminiscent of what had happened fourteen years earlier, when American politicians had convened a make-or-break conference to save the world, only to be prevented by domestic opinion from taking the steps that would have made salvation possible.

Memories of 1919 were still fresh at the London conference. One of the best-selling books of 1933 was Harold Nicolson’s Peacemaking, 1919, which offered a firsthand account of what had gone wrong in Paris. Nicolson, a diplomat, had been there in person, another of the progressively minded young men on the fringes of power who felt personally betrayed by the Versailles treaty. The most famous of these angry young men was Keynes, who had also been there in person, as an economic advisor to the British delegation, before quitting in disgust. Keynes had made his international reputation later in the same year with The Economic Consequences of the Peace, in which he had pinned the blame on the politicians, particularly Wilson and Lloyd George, for allowing personal vanity and pettiness of spirit to get in the way of what needed to be done. The people of Europe, Keynes flattered his readers, had been let down by the inability of their representatives to voice their better instincts. In 1933 Nicolson saw it differently. It wasn’t the politicians who had failed democracy. It was democracy that had failed the politicians. The tragedy of the Paris conference was that it had to take place against the backdrop of what Nicolson called “the welter of democracy,” with all its impossible demands: for peace, prosperity, security, the payment of debts, the extraction of revenge, and a quiet life. “Democracy,” Nicolson wrote, “for immediate, as distinct from ultimate purposes, [is] a fool.”14 It was bound to scupper any attempt to put the world to rights. No one with high hopes for London 1933 could say they hadn’t been warned.

Democracy also posed another difficulty for the London conference. The gathering had been initiated a year earlier by the American president, but before it could take place the American voters had dumped that president and chosen a new one. It was Hoover’s conference, but Hoover was gone. His successor, Franklin Roosevelt, was a man of whom much was hoped and much was feared, but about whom relatively little was certain. He was hard to pin down. Lippmann, during the 1932 election campaign, called him “a pleasant man who, without any important qualifications for the office, would very much like to be president.”15 His preelection commitments were studiedly vague. He was resolved to do everything in his power to rescue hard-pressed Americans from the grip of the depression. At the same time, he ran on a platform of relative austerity, promising to balance the budget and to “preserve a sound currency at all hazards.” He was also pledged to full participation in “the international monetary conference called on the invitation of our government.”16

Once Roosevelt had won his handsome victory in November, Hoover pressed him for some joint statement to reassure the world of his plans. Roosevelt would say nothing. He had no intention of tainting himself by association with Hoover’s discredited administration, nor of limiting his freedom of action once he assumed office. That meant waiting until March to discover what he was thinking. Hoover, the ultimate lame duck president, became increasingly desperate for Roosevelt to show his hand, but all to no avail. This, too, looked like the worst of democracy. It was a case of the king is dead; the new king will be with you in five months. In the meantime, both the American and the global economy continued their downward spiral.

When Roosevelt finally took the oath of office on March 4, he told Americans that they had nothing to fear but fear itself. He also offered some carefully crafted statements of intent. He insisted that “there must be provision for an adequate but sound currency.” As he was to point out at a press conference a few days later, he deliberately ordered this “adequate but sound” rather than “sound but adequate” (though when his questioner persisted by asking “Now you have more time, can you define what that is?,” FDR responded “No!”).17 Without specifying the means, Roosevelt was leaving the door open for a devaluation. He would do what he could to raise prices. He also promised to balance the budget. He would work toward a revival of international trade, but he would put national interests first.

Our international trade relations, though vastly important, are in point of time and necessity secondary to the establishment of a sound national economy. I favor as a practical policy the putting of first things first. I shall spare no effort to restore world trade by international economic readjustment, but the emergency at home cannot wait on that accomplishment.

Above all he pledged himself to speedy action to tackle the crisis, declaring that he would ask Congress for “broad Executive power to wage war against the emergency, as great as the power that would be given to me if we were in fact invaded by a foreign foe.” In the short term, democracy might need rescuing from its tendency to prevaricate (many interpreted this to mean that he would force Congress to balance its books). But he also insisted: “We do not distrust the future of essential democracy.”18 In the end, everything would be all right.

During his first hundred days in power, Roosevelt unleashed a flurry of initiatives. One of them came on April 19 when he effectively took America off gold, by suspending the convertibility of paper money into bullion. This was the beginning of a series of concerted measures to devalue the dollar and inflate the American economy. The world was shocked: Roosevelt had not even put up a fight. Unlike the British, he could not say he had been forced off gold. He had taken the leap of his own volition. Many economists warned of disaster: runaway inflation, debt repudiation, national ruin. Even one of Roosevelt’s supporters, the financier Bernard Baruch, declared: “It can’t be defended, except as mob rule.”19 But no one could say it was a complete surprise. Although Roosevelt had not said he would do it, he had repeatedly refused to say that he wouldn’t. In a crisis, after all, “adequate” came before “sound.”

His decision completely changed the terms of the London conference. It had been assumed that the Americans would join the French in trying to persuade the British back onto gold; now the French were faced by the Americans having joined the British in unshackling their currencies from the discipline of the gold standard. Would this make it easier or harder to reach agreement in London? The professed goal of all the participants at the conference, including the American delegation, was currency stabilization, meaning fixed exchange rates. Were the Americans signaling that they had given up on that idea, or that they were doing what needed to be done in order to make it a realistic objective?

A lot depended on whether Roosevelt was seen as having caved in to American democracy, or as having stood up to it. If you thought the suspension of gold payments was an act of political expediency by a president who was concerned only to alleviate the immediate pressure on himself, then it was easy to fear the worst. This was typical democratic recklessness: short-term gain at the expense of long-term stability. It would make any international agreement practically impossible, because no one would be able to trust the Americans to keep to it. On the other hand, if you thought that Roosevelt was asserting his own executive competence in the face of widespread pressure to do what was expected of him (from the right, to maintain the value of the dollar; from the left, to print money), then it might be the prelude to decisive action on the international stage. He had, after all, shown he was his own man and that he had guts, along with a huge amount of charm. (Even now, the transcripts of his press conferences, of which he gave more than sixty during 1933, can make the reader smile.) Perhaps he was the sort of international leader democracy needed: someone who could inspire in his fellow leaders the confidence to take decisive action.

On the eve of the London conference the BBC set up one of its first-ever live transatlantic radio broadcasts, a conversation between two of the leading public intellectuals of the age: Keynes and Lippmann.20 They were to consider the prospects for the conference. Both were relatively optimistic. Keynes reminded his listeners that “we live miserably in a world of the greatest potential wealth.” It would be a terrible mistake to assume that the temporary calamity of the depression represented a permanent reverse. Nonetheless, the situation would not correct itself automatically. What was needed was decisive statesmanship, built on expert advice. To that end, the relative freedom of action the British and American governments had acquired in unshackling their currencies was much more of a help than a hindrance. “I put all my hopes on one possibility,” Keynes announced.

England and America should somehow find a way to get together to an agreed program—to do, in fact, just what we failed to do in Paris in 1919. For there are few remedies which we could not apply, acting together, even if others were to hold back.21

The implied rebuke here was to the French, who were clinging to gold, fearful of the consequences of allowing democratic politicians to set their own terms for an agreement. The French thought any such agreement would not hold because it would be vulnerable to domestic pressures. Keynes thought any agreement that ignored domestic pressures would not hold either.

Lippmann concurred. He pointed out that the London conference had a significant advantage over the other big international gathering of the time, the disarmament conference then taking place in Geneva. The Geneva conference had been dragging on for a year with little to show for it, despite the fact that disarmament was almost the only thing on which international public opinion was agreed. It was by far the most popular cause across all the democracies: no one liked war. Yet reaching agreement was proving impossible. Lippmann thought the difficulty was obvious. Disarmament was a classic chicken-and-egg problem, which unilateral action could not solve. People wanted disarmament in order to feel safe, but no country would disarm until it felt safe. Security, the goal of disarmament, was also its precondition. So no one dared take the first step, and no agreement was possible unless everyone agreed. But the economic crisis was different. Here unilateral action could aid progress by reviving domestic confidence, which was a precondition of any sustainable international cooperation. The great advantage of the London conference, Lippmann said, was that the actions needed to tackle the depression—“to raise prices, to relieve debtors and the unemployed, and generally to enhance the capacity of their own people to buy goods”—were ones “the enlightened leaders of both [Britain and the United States] would wish to pursue, even if there were no World Economic Conference.”22

But of course, in those words of encouragement there was also an implicit threat. If what needed to be done had to be done regardless of the conference, then the conference was expendable. First things, as Roosevelt had said in his inaugural, must come first. There would be nothing to agree on if the democracies could not agree on that.

THE BREAK

The conference was launched on June 14 with an address from the British prime minister, Ramsay MacDonald, in which he told the delegates that this was a crucial moment in world history, a golden opportunity to show that international accord was possible, even in the most testing circumstances. MacDonald was a committed internationalist who seemed to believe what he said. However, during the course of a long, somewhat rambling speech, he did not help his cause by alluding to the importance of resolving the one subject the Americans had insisted remain off the table, the hangover of debts from the war. The American delegation, led by Secretary of State Cordell Hull, was exasperated. But they were also frustrated by uncertainty about their own role. Roosevelt never had any intention of traveling to London himself (he had the baleful example of Wilson’s experiences in Paris before him in case he was tempted), and he sent off the American delegation with deliberately open-ended instructions. They were to reach whatever agreements were possible and not those that were impossible. Already at this early stage of his presidency Roosevelt had established a certain creative ambiguity as his modus operandi. He did whatever he could to keep his options open, even if that meant misleading those closest to him about his ultimate intentions. He did not want to be pinned down, until he had no choice.

The result was that the first weeks of the conference were spent waiting for some clear indication of what the Americans planned to do. There were effectively four conferences going on simultaneously. First, there was the main conference, in which the delegates of sixty-six countries established their early positions on a range of complex questions and then settled in for the long haul. No one here was holding his breath for a speedy resolution (the British chancellor, Neville Chamberlain, was reminded of the Great War; in a letter to his sister, he mocked MacDonald for his belief that the whole thing would be over by Christmas). Second, there were the tripartite discussions taking place between the representatives of the British, French, and American governments, in which the British tried build a bridge between the other two by leaving open the possibility of a return to gold while exploring alternative means of stabilizing their respective currencies. Third, there was a shadow conference, convened by the governor of the Bank of England, Montagu Norman, that gathered together the leading central bankers to press the case for sound money and to discuss among themselves the best means of getting there. The presence of these “goldbugs” behind the scenes of the official conference made Keynes very uneasy. Finally, there was whatever discussions were taking place back in the United States between Roosevelt and his advisors, which would ultimately decide whether any of the other discussions were going anywhere.

Roosevelt hemmed and hawed, forbidding Hull from making any firm commitments while encouraging American bankers to explore the fixed currency options. But when rumors started to circulate that a currency stabilization pact between Britain, France, and the United States was in the cards, Roosevelt was forced to declare his hand. On July 3 he sent a message to the conference in which he rejected what he called “a purely artificial and temporary expedient” to fix the value of the dollar. He contrasted such a scheme with what he called “the larger purposes of the conference,” which were to restore confidence in the international system more widely. The best way to achieve this would be for other countries to follow the United States in adopting “domestic price-lifting programs,” and to continue working toward tariff reduction. He explained to the delegates that they had been preoccupied with the wrong thing, since “the sound internal economic system of a nation is a greater factor in its well-being than the price of its money in changing terms of the currencies of other nations.” He went on, with a nod to Keynes as well as to popular opinion back home: “Old fetishes of so-called international bankers are being replaced by efforts to plan national currencies with the objective to give those currencies a continuous purchasing power which does not greatly vary in terms of the commodities and needs of modern civilization.”23

It was clear Roosevelt had been spooked: he feared the American recovery would be choked off before it got going if the value of the dollar was stabilized too soon (he had been particularly alarmed to see the dollar start to strengthen on the back of the rumors coming out of London). He had also been piqued; he hated the idea of being bossed around, whether by the British and the French, or by his own economic advisors. Nonetheless, this was a statement of principle. Roosevelt was adamant that temporary fixes should not be mistaken for sustainable solutions. The conference was in danger of confusing its time horizons. It wanted long-term stability but was in too much of a hurry to get there. Roosevelt believed the rest of the world should follow the American example, which meant his personal example. One had to be willing to tolerate some short-term instability for the sake of a more durable settlement. All it took was confidence in the future and steady nerves: nothing to fear but fear itself.

The delegates at the conference did not see it that way. They did not spot that Roosevelt was taking a principled stand. All they detected was political expediency and the whiff of panic. The effect of his communication was to spread outrage and despair, particularly among the British and French, who felt that Roosevelt had played them for fools. Newspapers in both countries castigated him for caving in to American special interests, the curse of American democracy. He was the one who had got his time horizons all wrong: he was fixated on day-to-day price movements in the American markets to the exclusion of everything else.

One of the few people to stand out against this chorus of disapproval was Keynes. In a talk to the London Political Economy Club he defended Roosevelt against the charge of being concerned only with stimulating a bounce in the American markets. “We misjudge him gravely,” Keynes told his audience, “if we suppose his object to be to excite Wall Street by the dope of competitive exchange devaluation.”24 When the “bombshell” of Roosevelt’s message to the conference arrived on July 3, Keynes went into print the next day with a Daily Mail article headlined: “President Roosevelt Is Magnificently Right.” His critics, Keynes insisted, were putting the cart before the horse—proposing arrangements to restore confidence that could only work once confidence had already been restored. Keynes reiterated Lippmann’s point that the problem of economic recovery was not at all like the problem of disarmament. Progress did not have to wait on collective agreement. Better for the conference participants to know where they stood than “concocting phrases designed to conceal a fundamental difference of outlook.”25

The problem now was the conference itself. It was still going on, and Roosevelt had no desire to see himself blamed for its failure. The great weakness of the position he had taken was that it was so undiplomatic: he was lecturing the world on how to achieve lasting international cooperation in a manner that had antagonized even his allies. Lippmann, who like Keynes thought Roosevelt was basically right, criticized him on precisely these grounds. “Mr. Roosevelt’s purposes may be excellent,” Lippmann wrote about Roosevelt’s decision, “but he has completely failed to organize a diplomatic instrument to express them.”26 It was no good pointing out the advantages of doing things the American way if it set public opinion in the other democracies against America.

Roosevelt did what he could to keep the conference going. He made conciliatory noises and indicated that he was still open to agreement on anything else on its agenda. It was too late. The conference dragged on for the best part of another month, but nothing came of it. Too much bad blood had been spilled. The British, as well as being appalled by Roosevelt’s cavalier behavior, blamed American cold feet on French intransigence: France’s blind attachment to gold had scared off the Americans. The French blamed American behavior on British duplicity; why should Roosevelt agree to stabilize the dollar when the British had done what they could to devalue their own currency. The French did not believe the British government had any intention of rejoining the gold standard anyway, and they were probably right. Roosevelt’s intervention had merely cemented the growing distrust between the leading democracies.

The conference finally collapsed without agreement on July 27. This time around Keynes joined in the general chorus of lamentation. He recognized that whatever the benefit for the United States of having retained its relative freedom of action, it had come at a huge cost. It was no good trumpeting fearless confidence in the future if the immediate effect was to spread a sense of inadequacy and betrayal. The world was an intensely dangerous place in 1933, and it was not clear how much time was still available for democracy to prove its long-term worth. In the meantime, it could not afford many more failures like this one. This is what Keynes wrote on the day the conference was put out of its misery:

The Conference’s lamentable end is a matter for dismay, if not for surprise. There will be no protest from the public. But the facts are duly noted. The fiasco of the Conference merely increases the general cynicism and the lack of respect towards those in power. This growing lack of respect is, as results elsewhere have shown, one of the most serious things that can befall a democracy. For when a real emergency arises, the responsible authorities, having no firm roots in the confidence of their country-men, go down like a pack of cards.27

In the long run, democracy still had the crucial advantages. But the long run is a misleading guide to current affairs.

Despite this, Keynes retained considerable personal confidence in Roosevelt. All his diplomatic reverses were compensated by his restless energy and his willingness to try almost anything to revive the American economy. He was the prisoner of no doctrine and in the grip of no fetish. He was open to expert advice, even if he didn’t always take it. He was adaptable. At the end of 1933, in a slightly patronizing open letter to the president, which mixed stern economic advice about the mistakes he had made with a certain amount of unctuous solicitude, Keynes told him as much:

You are the only one who sees the necessity of a profound change of methods and is attempting it without intolerance, tyranny or destruction. You are feeling your way by trial and error, and are felt to be, as you ought to be, entirely uncommitted in your own person to the details of a particular technique.28

Keynes put it more bluntly when writing to a friend in the aftermath of the London conference. “Roosevelt,” he said, “has about as much idea of where he will land as a pre-war pilot.”29 A disastrous crash was still a possibility. But at least, unlike some of his European counterparts, he was up in the air.

THE AFTERMATH

In The Shape of Things to Come, which he published at the end of 1933, H. G. Wells identified the World Economic Conference as a turning point in human history. It had inaugurated a new “Age of Frustration.” The title of one chapter runs: “The London Conference: The Crowning Failure of the Old Governments; the Spread of Dictatorships and Fascisms.” Wells believed that the Great Depression had shown the overwhelming need for “a Five Year or Ten Year plan for all the world.”30 Instead, the London conference had produced nothing but empty words and broken promises. It spelled the end for democracy.

The great mystery of the age was how faith in democracy had been allowed to last so long. Wells, writing from some imagined future, when twentieth-century democracy has long been consigned to the dustbin of history, treats it as a shabby and threadbare religion, founded on mysticism and devoted to the worship of “that poor invertebrate mass deity of theirs, the Voter.” The farce of the London conference had exposed “this Divinity [as] altogether too slow-witted for the urgent political and economic riddles, with ruin and death at hand.” Democratic politicians could not take decisive action because of their “inability to shake off their lifelong habit of speaking to, or at, a vaguely conceived crowd of prejudiced voters, and their invincible repugnance of clear statement.” All they could do was wait to see if something would turn up. “Ramsay MacDonald rolled his r’s and his eyes over the Conference and seemed still to be hoping that some favourable accident out of the void might save him and his like from the damning verdict of history.” It was, Wells said, “an effect of fatuity far beyond even the pompous blunderings of Versailles.” These “pseudo-leaders . . . this amazingly ineffective collection of men” were doomed. Fascism (“not an altogether bad thing . . . a bad good thing”) stood ready to show what it was capable of.31

The Shape of Things to Come, like a lot of science fiction, is both uncanny and absurd. Wells foresees another world war beginning in 1940 with a showdown between Germany and Poland that soon drags in everyone else. The war is finally ended by the London Peace Conference of 1947, though that peace breaks down and new conflicts erupt. The world is by this point in a state of utter decay. Disease is rampant—this war, like the last one, brings in its wake a devastating flu. Conditions everywhere are shabby, unclean, poverty stricken. The United States is more or less ungovernable. It is there that a new movement emerges, called “Technocracy,” which draws inspiration from an earlier generation of neglected thinkers, including Keynes. Rule by experts is seen as the only way forward, but the Keynesian version is fatally flawed by its attachment to national boundaries and its naive faith in the compatibility of technocratic government with democratic politics. More wars, more dictatorships, more failed conferences (the First Basra Conference of 1965, the Second Basra Conference of 1978) have to come and go before mankind arrives at its true political destiny: a technocratic World State, founded on efficiency and education, able to manage nature, neutralize religion, and channel human impulses in a healthy direction (the tide of pornography that threatens to sweep the planet is finally reversed). The Age of Frustration is over.

Wells makes the mistake of many futurologists in supposing that the future will be surprising in ways that resemble the surprises of the past. The Second World War that he envisages is too much like the First, the London Peace Conference too much like the Paris Peace Conference, and his 1966 too much like a supercharged version of the miseries of 1933. But he also makes the mistake of supposing that the truth about politics is written on the surface of events. He treats the failure of the World Economic Conference as evidence that democracy has nothing more to offer. The democratic politicians had their chance to show what they could do. If they couldn’t rise to the occasion this time, they never would. But that is to assume the test of the strength of any political system is its ability to rise to the occasion. This produces an automatic bias in favor of authoritarianism, which is little more than rise-to-the-occasion politics. The strength of democracy is its ability to turn make-or-break occasions into routine moments of political uncertainty. (One of its weaknesses is a tendency to turn routine moments of political uncertainty—elections—into make-or-break occasions.) Democracy is more durable than other systems of government not because it succeeds when it has to, but because it can afford to fail when it has to. It is better at failure than its rivals.

Roosevelt understood the need for a democracy to refuse to be pinned down and to keep experimenting. Yet that raised a fresh set of doubts about his commitment to democracy. If Roosevelt was “experimenting” with democracy, was he any different from Hitler? Throughout 1933, particularly once it became clear they were likely to be the dominant political figures of the age, it became relatively commonplace to compare the two leaders. Were these the new dictators? The Economist, in the week following Roosevelt’s inauguration, and six weeks after Hitler had taken power in Germany, set the tone by noting: “The indications are that in the United States, no less than in Germany, democracy, if it is to survive the crisis, may have to surrender some of its traditional sovereignty to executive rulers.”32 Both men were understood to believe in a form of Keynesian technocracy. In May the same newspaper tried to remind its readers this was not the only option.

Before looking round for our Hitlers and our Roosevelts, and choosing our Economist-Kings, we might do well to consider whether the verdict of the crisis has been so sweeping against democracy as is sometimes supposed.33

The democracies should not be too hasty in handing over their powers to “dictators,” even temporary ones. There was one caveat, however. Dictators were undoubtedly better at foreign affairs than their democratic equivalents. They had the ability to take decisive action when the occasion demanded it. In the international arena the democracies needed to get their act together. For that reason, the paper predicted, “the forthcoming World Economic Conference is likely to mark a political as well as an economic turning-point.”

In reality, 1933 revealed the fundamental difference between Roosevelt and Hitler. One was experimenting with democracy; the other was experimenting on it, like a crazy vivisectionist. In some ways, Hitler was more constrained than Roosevelt in what he could do in 1933. For instance, he did not dare take Germany off gold, because the German people had been even more profoundly scarred by inflation than the French. He needed its totemic value, as a signifier of discipline. The massive indebtedness of the German state also meant that any devaluation of the mark would simply have increased its debt burden, since the money was owed in dollars and sterling and francs. It would have effectively led to an outright repudiation, and in 1933 Hitler lacked the stomach for that.

What he did instead was commit his regime to reviving the domestic economy by means of capital and price controls, centralization of public spending, a rearmament program, and a massive increase in political propaganda. In other words, he gambled everything on the coercive power of the state to keep himself and Germany afloat. It was experimental only in the sense that it would test to destruction the idea that a dictatorship could use force to meet any challenge and adapt to any situation. Of course, Hitler still retained the capacity to change his mind, to be fickle, unpredictable, cavalier, monstrous, insane. In that sense he hadn’t boxed himself in. But he had closed off all ways of doing politics except his chosen one. He couldn’t have experimented with democracy even if he had wanted to. His form of dictatorship was a one-way bet.

Roosevelt’s was the opposite, which is why it wasn’t really a dictatorship at all. The American state only had limited coercive capacity in 1933, and its federal system placed significant constraints on what any president could do. Even if he had wanted to, Roosevelt could not simply have imposed his political will on the country. He never got the sort of sweeping emergency powers he talked about in his inaugural, and it is not clear he ever expected to.34 Instead, he had to find his way through the mess of democratic politics by prompting, cajoling, bamboozling, charming. He turned out to have a genius for it. He could do things in 1933 that Hitler couldn’t: he took the United States off gold. But he couldn’t bind the country to one course of action, come hell or high water. His form of experimentalism required that he use his executive powers to keep his options open.

There were plenty of short-term risks attached to Roosevelt’s approach. He was spreading his bets, like a casino, and was ready to take some losses. Hitler was putting everything on red, like a committed gambler. In the end the casino beats the individual gambler because the casino can survive a longer losing streak. But that takes for granted that the casino always has the greater resources, which can be a risky assumption, especially in the unpredictable world of international politics. Any democracy that assumes it can always survive a run of bad luck may be tempting fate.

The previous year, on June 4, 1932, in an editorial titled “A World Adrift,” the Economist had offered up another image of how things might play out. For now, democracy was in disarray. However:

It may be that after a bitter interregnum in which conceptions of Hitlerism, of “authority,” and all the other delusive nostra of crisis-begotten unreason and hysteria must be given an opportunity to work themselves out—like infections of the blood which flourish until the phagocytes are sufficiently stimulated—nations will succeed in placing in power elected representatives who also have the capacity to make the world safe, not for heroes, but for “the common economic man.”35

Looking back, you could say that the Economist was ultimately proved right. Hitlerism did work itself out of the system. Democracy did prove too strong in the end, and far better for its ordinary citizens. But there are two things wrong with this image. First, it holds out the false hope that as well as outlasting them democracy will one day prove its true worth by outdoing the authoritarians: beating them at their own game. That is asking too much. Second, the underlying assumption is still too fatalistic. The body will not always have the time to fight back. Sometimes the infection will win. And even when the body wins, the effects of waiting for the disease to work itself out can be profoundly debilitating. The body does not necessarily end up stronger for the experience. If the leader writers at the Economist had been told in 1932 that the illness would last until 1945, they might have been less sanguine about democracy’s prospects.


CHAPTER 3

1947

Trying Again

THE CRISIS

NEAR THE END OF 1947 WINSTON CHURCHILL MADE A remark that has since become perhaps the most quoted line about democracy of the twentieth century. On November 11 he told the House of Commons that “democracy is the worst form of government except all those other forms that have been tried from time to time.”1 Churchill’s line is now so familiar that it has turned into a cliché, the presiding cliché of democracy in crisis.

Those who first heard him say it might be forgiven for missing its significance. It came during a debate on the 1947 Parliament Bill, which had been introduced by Britain’s Labour government to speed up the workings of the House of Lords in order to stop it delaying important legislation (the particular legislation the government had in mind was a plan to nationalize the British steel industry). Churchill, now in opposition, was adamantly opposed to this tinkering with the constitution. He saw it as evidence of an impatience with the ad hoc nature of democratic politics. He wanted to remind his audience that democracy was a clumsy and often tardy way of organizing the nation’s affairs. That was the price you paid for avoiding the alternatives, which were more efficient but also, when they went wrong, far more destructive.

Churchill was trying to sound reasonable: he was on the side of democratic pragmatism against the grandiose schemes of those he referred to as “the supermen and super planners.” Yet the speech in which he made this remark was not very reasonable. It was filled with wild flights of Churchillian rhetoric. He took Labour’s relatively modest plans for the House of Lords as evidence that “we approach very near to a dictatorship in this country . . . dictatorship that is to say without either its efficiency or its criminality.” He accused his opponents, through their incompetence and impatience, of leading the country to the brink of utter ruin. “It may well be that not only bankruptcy but actual starvation will come upon this island, largely from their mismanagement.”2 In trying to offer a measured defense of democracy, Churchill came across as slightly unhinged.

He was caught in a rhetorical bind. He wanted to be both restrained and alarmist: restrained about what democracy could achieve, alarmist about the risks it faced. His Labour opponents in the Commons gently and effectively chided him for his speech, treating it as an overworked music hall turn by a performer long past his best. Churchill’s predicament in 1947 is of a piece with the tragicomedy of democratic life. Having saved British democracy from the gravest threat in its history, he had been rejected by the British people in an election. Labour’s landslide victory in 1945 indicated that the voters wanted practical rewards for the sacrifices they had made. Their new rulers were not would-be dictators, any more than FDR had been. They too were pragmatists. So Churchill was forced to exaggerate the threat they posed in order to restore a sense of proportion to democracy. Had people forgotten just what had been at stake and who it was who had saved them? His problem was that people had not forgotten; they knew only too well, which is why they had plumped for something different. As Tocqueville might have said, democracy is the worst system apart from all the others because democracies lack a sense of proportion. They make mountains out of molehills but they also make molehills out of mountains.

Churchill was not the only one who had difficulty getting things in proportion. His predicament reflects the bind that democracy found itself in after 1945. The end of the Second World War had been very different from the end of the First, in part because people remembered what had happened last time. There was a strong sense that too much had been asked of democracy in 1918, and great hopes had only produced even greater disappointments. What was needed this time around was a more modest, more pragmatic defense of democracy. Yet the Second World War had been a truly cataclysmic event. It left chaos and misery in its wake. Could a modest defense of democracy meet the challenges of the postwar age, with its immediately pressing demands for action? Recognizing democracy as the least worst option is a way of guarding against hubris. But is it any help in a genuine crisis?

The crisis was not long in coming. By 1947 Western democracy was facing two interrelated threats. First, there was the growing threat posed by the Soviet Union, which had emerged from the war as a superpower to rival the United States. If superpower rivalry produced another war, what kind of war could the democracies now be confident of winning? Second, there was the growing threat of political and economic breakdown on the continent of Europe, which remained bankrupt, divided, and traumatized by its wartime experiences. People wanted democracy. But could they be trusted with it? Democracy needed defending. Could it be defended while acknowledging its weaknesses?

One persistent fear was that a pragmatic defense of democracy would leave the door open for anyone peddling political transformation. How could you stand up to the would-be dictators unless you were prepared to meet them on their own terms? But another fear was that pragmatism is just a small step away from fatalism. Citizens everywhere were seeking practical recompense for the sacrifices they had made. Yet if you gave them what they wanted, you would be acquiescing in their limited time horizons and prosaic ambitions. Crises were an opportunity to get things into perspective. How would that be possible if democracies were being encouraged to muddle through?

The crisis of 1947 was an acute one: Europe seemed on the brink of economic collapse; the United States seemed on the brink of war with the Soviet Union. Yet the key question from that year was whether democracies were capable of taking the long view. The most important arguments of 1947 concerned the ability of democracies to see beyond the immediate crisis and find some way of capturing their long-term advantages. These arguments set the terms for the Cold War. They also played a crucial role in its eventual outcome. However, they did not succeed in their ultimate goal of teaching democracies how to control their destiny. That proved beyond them.

UNCERTAIN VICTORY

In the popular historical memory of the Western democracies, the Second World War is the “good” war. It was an unavoidable fight against an evil enemy that produced a clear-cut outcome. The First World War, by contrast, is remembered much more equivocally. Its abiding symbol is the futility of trench warfare. It was an avoidable contest that caused much suffering and resolved very little. All it did was create the conditions for the disasters to come. Yet seen from the point of view of democracy, this contrast is misleading. The First World War was the contest that became more clear-cut as it went along. It started out as a vast imperial power struggle but turned into a fight between democracy and autocracy, which the democracies won. In the Second World War it happened the other way around.

The conflagration of 1939–45 was really two separate wars. The first, from 1939 to 1941, was a contest between democracy and its enemies, which the democracies effectively lost. Few people looking at a map of Europe in the summer of 1941 could have believed that democracy on its own was any match for Hitler. The second contest, from 1941 to 1945, was a vast imperial power struggle, which the United States and the Soviet Union won. As a result, fascism was destroyed, along with its Japanese equivalent. But it was much harder in 1945 than in 1918 to view the outcome of the war as an unalloyed triumph for democracy. Stalin’s subjects died in their tens of millions to defeat Hitler, under conditions of duress that look utterly grotesque from a democratic perspective. The United States, as in the First World War, provided the money and the material resources, but the Soviet Union provided much of the human capital. The democracies had needed this help to withstand the death-or-glory project of Nazism. It had been very difficult to see the 1914–18 conflict as a straightforward battle for democracy until Russia was out of it. It was very difficult to see the 1939–45 conflict as a straightforward battle for democracy once Russia was in it.

Stalin had paid lip service to Western ideas of democracy—including the need for elections in Eastern Europe—at the wartime conferences held to lay the groundwork for a postwar settlement: first in Tehran (1943), then Yalta (1944), then Potsdam (1945). By 1947 it was clear his pledges counted for nothing. Stalin was only interested in elections that the communists would win. Otherwise there would be no elections. These wartime conferences highlighted another fundamental difference between the outcome of the First World War and the Second. In 1945 no attempt was made to convene a single international peace conference to set the terms for a new world order. Memories of what had happened in Paris 1919 were still strong. Instead, the big players had tried to come to some arrangement among themselves. This had two consequences. One was that nothing much was settled, since everything depended on the future relations between the United States and the Soviet Union. The other was that no single pattern for a new democratic order was established. The democracies that were created in the aftermath of the Second World War did not emerge together in a blaze of publicity. They emerged bit by bit, in their own different ways, stumbling into the light. The prospects for democracy lay open and unresolved.

Yet by 1947 there was a sense that time was growing short. The fear was that while the world was waiting to see how democracy might turn out, the Soviets would snuff it out wherever they could. Reasonable caution about the prospects for democracy was better than hubris. But caution was no answer in an emergency. Something more was needed.

Matters came to a head in early 1947. The spur was the growing crisis in Greece and Turkey, where it was feared that political instability and economic distress would allow both countries to fall under the Soviet sphere of influence. In the United States, the Truman administration decided the moment had come to take a stand. The president asked Congress to approve $400 million of aid to support the cause of freedom in Greece and Turkey. In a speech on March 11 he set out the political principle that lay behind this request. “At the present moment in world history nearly every nation must choose between alternative ways of life,” Truman declared.

One way of life is based upon the will of the majority, and is distinguished by free institutions, representative government, free elections, guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of speech and religion, and freedom from political oppression.

The second way of life is based upon the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority. It relies upon terror, oppression, a controlled press and radio, fixed elections, and the suppression of personal freedom.

I believe that it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures.3

This was the bare bones of what soon came to be known as the “Truman Doctrine.”

Truman understood perfectly well that Greek democracy was barely functioning in 1947: the country was in a state of incipient civil war and its provisional democratic government was proving brutal and corrupt. Violence was everywhere. The American people were being asked to support a regime that hardly conformed to the ideal of the first way of life he had spelled out. But Truman’s message was that if Greek democracy could be preserved from Soviet influence, it would improve. “No government is perfect,” he said. “One of the chief virtues of democracy, however, is that its defects are always visible and under democratic processes can be pointed out and corrected.” Truman thought Americans could not afford to be squeamish. The time had come to draw a line between democracy and the alternatives. Where democracy was possible, it would evolve into something better. America’s job was to make sure it remained possible.

Truman had stated his belief that democracy needed protection in the places where it was most at risk. What he had not said was what this would mean for the democracy that was doing the protecting. Would it also be able to recognize its own defects and correct them once it was engaged in a struggle to preserve other people’s freedom around the world? Most commentators greeted the clarity of purpose in Truman’s speech with enthusiasm, but not Lippmann, who was by now the most famous journalist in America (his only rival in 1947 would have been H. L. Mencken). Lippmann thought Truman was self-deceived and his argument self-defeating. The Truman Doctrine meant asking Americans to put their trust in the transparent qualities of even the most rickety democracies. Yet this would commit American democracy to a course of action that would not itself be transparent. It would be opaque, like all drawn-out political battles. Its progress would be difficult to judge, never mind to correct. “A vague global policy, which sounds like the tocsin of an ideological crusade, has no limits,” Lippmann wrote after hearing Truman’s speech. “It cannot be controlled. Its effects cannot be predicted.”4 It was a fight the democracies could not win.

Lippmann was not alone in wondering whether Truman was making a big mistake. The Truman Doctrine was designed to preserve democracy for the long run, by playing to its underlying strengths of durability and adaptability. In its May 17 issue, the Economist asked whether it didn’t in fact play into the strengths of the Soviet system instead. Democratic adaptability was closely tied to democratic fickleness. The longer the struggle went on, the more chance democracies would have to mess it up. Did democracies really have the stomach for the long game?

There is a sense in which time is on Russia’s side—though it is not the reason that is usually given [i.e., the Marxist reason, that in the long run capitalism is doomed]. It is unlikely that time will raise their strength relative to that of the West—it might even have the contrary effect. But time will bring out some of the inherent weaknesses of the western position, the weaknesses from which any democracy, and still more a collection of democracies, suffers when it comes to the game of power politics. For that game demands patience, resolution, clear sight, a lack of illusions, a refusal to be frightened by tactical moves, a determination not to be taken in by appearances or to yield to emotions.5

The paper concluded: “What made Hitler strong was not any great accumulation of economic resources but the flabbiness of the democracies, their lack of clear thinking and courage. The answer to the riddle of Russia’s power is to be found in Washington.”

INVENTING THE COLD WAR

Washington attempted to supply its answer to the riddle a few weeks later. In July George Kennan, a State Department official writing under the pseudonym “X,” published an essay titled “The Sources of Soviet Conduct.” It appeared first in Foreign Affairs, then in Life magazine, where millions read it. In it, Kennan explained why in the long run Russia would lose.

The article was based on the “Long Telegram” that Kennan had sent in the spring of 1946 from Moscow, where he was then posted, to his masters back in Washington, instructing them that the Russians should no longer be thought of as anybody’s allies. Roosevelt had held out hopes up until his death in April 1945 that Russia and America could jointly “police” the postwar world. Kennan had wanted the Truman administration to acknowledge that this was a fantasy. The Russians were not interested in doing anything with the United States, except to bring the country to its knees. Theirs was an implacable, ideological regime devoted to the demise of Western democracy. It could not be accommodated. It had to be faced down. Kennan wanted to suggest some of the ways this might be done short of war.

The “Long Telegram” was an internal government document, written for policy makers to acquaint them with the reality of the Soviet mindset. The 1947 article was not intended for public circulation either (it started life as a private report for Secretary of Defense John Forrestal). But Kennan was persuaded that it would suit a wider audience if published anonymously. Coming so soon after Truman’s articulation of his doctrine for the defense of freedom, it was inevitably seen as a rationale for that approach. Kennan later felt his words had been co-opted in a propagandist cause. Yet in the article he went further than he had in the telegram. In 1947 he did not simply lay bare the nature of Stalin’s regime in order to dispel any illusions about its amenableness. He set its behavior in a framework of historical destiny. “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” depicted the future confrontation between democracy and its enemies as a battle between two different kinds of fate. The Soviets were trapped by theirs. If the Western democracies could recognize this, it was their fate to come out on top.

Kennan felt the Soviets were trapped in two ways. First, they were trapped by their total dependence on coercion and the suppression of free speech. It was simply too dangerous for politicians whose authority was founded on force to explore the alternatives. They were stuck with the path they had chosen: absolute state control. In some ways this made them more adaptable than the democracies. Stalin could get his people to do things, and to put up with things, that no American president would dream of. But in the long run the Soviet system would be unable to adapt. It could not allow its citizens any say in the running of the state without destabilizing the entire regime.

The longer this went on, the worse the problem got. People who are brutalized and infantilized become more unpredictable, not less, because no one can know what they might do given the chance to express themselves. Kennan thought the breaking point would come when the regime had to hand over power from one leader to the next. What would happen, he asked, “if rivals in the quest for higher power reach down into these politically immature and inexperienced masses in order to find support for their higher claims?”6 Democracies do this all the time, whenever they hold elections. But a routine crisis for a democracy was liable to be terminal for the Soviet system.

The other reason the Russians were trapped was because of their absolute faith that the future belonged to them. They were committed to a doctrine of historical determinism: capitalism was bound to collapse; communism was bound to replace it. Did the Soviet leaders actually believe in their own ideology? Kennan said it didn’t matter. They had to take it seriously, because it was the basis of their power. Whether they believed it or not, they could not afford to doubt it.

Again, this gave them some advantages. They could be patient because time was ostensibly on their side. In the international arena, they could toy with their enemies, and conciliate them if necessary. For Kennan this is what distinguished Stalin from Hitler. Nazism was a fundamentally impatient ideology that had no faith in anything except the use of force to achieve its goals. It was reckless or it was nothing. Stalin, by contrast, could afford to appear reasonable, and he knew when to play it safe. But the Soviet system was still doomed, because while they were deceiving others, its leaders were also deceiving themselves. Kennan borrowed a line from his favorite book, Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire: “See how the conscience may slumber in a mixed and middle state between self-illusion and voluntary fraud.”

Their ideological commitments meant Russia’s leaders could indulge in absurd plans for accelerated growth, which skewed their entire economy, causing some branches of industry to be developed out of all proportion, while others were left to atrophy. It also caused them to mistake the dislocations of Western capitalism for evidence of impending collapse. “The Soviet thesis,” Kennan explained, “implies complete lack of control by the West over its economic destiny. . . . The palsied decrepitude of the capitalist world is the keystone of Communist philosophy.”7 The Soviets took for granted that the chaotic appearance of Western democracy was evidence of its underlying weakness, whereas the decisive appearance of their own system was evidence of its underlying strength. This was a historic mistake.

The way to combat the Soviet threat was to let it collapse under the pressure of trying to sustain its own illusions. It did not have to be crushed; it simply had to be contained. The fake patience of the Soviets would be exposed if it encountered true patience on the part of the democracies. What was required, Kennan wrote, was “long-term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian expansive tendencies.” Were the American people up to the task? Kennan had no illusions about democracy, about what he called “its sporadic acts” and “its momentary whims.” It was an often chaotic and sometimes foolish way of making decisions, especially foreign policy decisions. But that was why the Soviet challenge was good for it, because it allowed democracy to access its underlying strengths. Kennan’s article concluded with an invocation of democratic providence that seemed to come out of another century:

The thoughtful observer of Russian-American relations will find no cause for complaint in the Kremlin’s challenge to American society. He will rather experience a certain gratitude to Providence which, by providing the American people with this implacable challenge, has made their entire security as a nation dependent on their pulling themselves together and accepting the responsibilities of moral and political leadership that history plainly intended them to bear.8

“X” no longer sounds much like the prudential author of the “Long Telegram.” He sounds more like a prophet. He was Tocqueville, minus the doubts.

When Lippmann read the article by “X,” who was soon known to be Kennan, he realized it was what he had been looking for. He went into print straight away, in fourteen short articles for the New York Herald Tribune, which were then collected into a single book. Lippmann called this book The Cold War, the first time the phrase had reached a wider audience. The name stuck. But in christening the contest, what Lippmann was doing was repudiating it. He thought it was Kennan who had made the historic mistake.

Lippmann believed that Kennan had made the same misjudgment that he was accusing the Russians of having made: he had allowed himself to get trapped in a vision of the future. The best way Kennan could see to combat the Soviet threat was to mimic its resolve: do the same, only do it better. But what reason was there to think that a democracy could do it better? Yes, the democracies were more flexible and more resourceful than the Soviet system, but that was precisely what made them unsuited to a policy of containment, which required that they pick a course and then stick to it. They would be sacrificing their most useful quality: their ability to adapt to changing circumstances. And for what? For an uncertain promise of some distant reward.

Kennan’s article purported to give a realistic assessment of the enemy, stripped of any false hopes. But in fact, Lippmann said, it was a piece of wishful thinking. It was not wishful about the Soviets. Lippmann did not disagree that the Soviet system was intrinsically hostile to the West and likely to overreach itself (though he thought that Kennan had overstated the importance of ideology at the expense of geography). Where Kennan was being wishful was in his view of the United States.

Lippmann thought Kennan was expecting too much of American democracy in requiring it to show the necessary patience for a policy of containment (“the Americans would themselves probably be frustrated by Mr. X’s policy long before the Russians were,” he wrote).9 He also thought the challenge of funneling aid and support to fragile regimes around the world would simply replicate the worst features of the Soviet system: it would put power in the hands of “the planners,” who would skew the operation of market forces in favor of propping up inefficient and corrupt governments. The basic problem, however, was that containment meant fixing democracy’s future before it was ready to be fixed. It preached the virtues of patience but in fact it was an impatient doctrine, because it said we have to draw the line now. Now—the chaotic circumstances of 1947—was no time to be drawing the line.

Lippmann felt he had been here before. Both Kennan and Truman were confident they had learned the hard lessons of the previous generation and were not going to make the same mistakes: they were not Woodrow Wilson. Yet as Lippmann saw it, they were replicating Wilson’s final, fateful error of judgment. They had been tricked by their long-term perspective into jumping the gun. As a result, they would scupper the chances of a durable peace just as surely as Wilson had. They would destroy the prospects for the United Nations, which would simply become an extension of the US-Soviet battleground. Containment, far from giving democracy the room to grow, was boxing it in prematurely. It would freeze democracy at an artificial stage of its development.

What Lippmann wanted instead was what he called “the Marshall Plan purged of the Truman Doctrine”; that is, financial aid to rebuild European economies without the political commitment to defend democracy wherever it was deemed to exist. He thought this political commitment was most obviously unsustainable in Germany. The conclusion of the war had produced a country divided between West and East, the Allied and the Soviet spheres. The Truman Doctrine was promising to defend democracy in the West. But what most Germans wanted was to be a single country once again. At some point, the Russians would be able to exploit the mismatch between American promises for the future (including the distant promise of reunification) and their insistence on the artificial realities of the present. The Soviet Union could offer Germany swift reunification in return for ditching the Americans. The Germans, Lippmann suspected, would take it.

In an auction for the support of the Germans, the Russians can offer them great prizes, and we can offer them absolutely nothing—except some help in rising from squalor and misery and prostitution to the position of a fifth rate power living a prosaic and stunted national existence.10

What self-respecting democracy would want that?

When Kennan read Lippmann’s attack he was dismayed. He was also angry. Kennan deeply resented the implication that he was providing the intellectual rationale for the Truman Doctrine, and he came to regret his association with the term containment. He had not been saying that the United States should always push back against the Soviets wherever they threatened to encroach into the Western sphere of influence. He had never argued that every nascent democracy around the world should be defended, no matter how fragile or ineffective. He agreed that democracies could be stupid and reckless. He was stating the need for American democracy to be vigilant, to be persistent, and to bide its time. In his own mind, this was an argument for adaptability, not rigidity. So what were he and Lippmann arguing about?11

What they were really arguing about was democracy and fate. Kennan thought that a democracy might be galvanized by being given a glimpse into the future. Lippmann thought that if you told democracies that they would win in the long run, you were leading them astray, even if what you said happened to be true.

Kennan’s dispute with Lippmann was like Tocqueville’s falling out with Mill in 1840. Two men who agreed about the problem with democracy found themselves on opposite sides of the thing they agreed about. Both were conscious of the tension between democracy’s short-term failings and its long-term advantages. Kennan thought the only way to access the advantages was to confront democracies with a really serious long-term challenge. Lippmann thought that risked exacerbating the failings. A long struggle with the Soviets was bound to involve a succession of future crises, and in those circumstances the long-term advantages of democracy would be no help. A policy of containment would lead to drift, and to the recklessness that went along with drift. Either Americans would lose interest in the struggle and so be taken unawares by the next crisis, or they would rush headlong into the next crisis, impatient for their reward, and so make things worse.

The question for both men remained the one it had been for Tocqueville and Mill: how could democracies learn from their mistakes? Lippmann feared that the underlying message of the Truman Doctrine was one of impunity: in the long run, mistakes don’t matter much. All that mattered was keeping democracy going wherever possible. The moral hazard was clear: democracies would never be required to learn, and so would keep making the same mistakes. Kennan agreed that democracies were likely to keep making the same mistakes. That meant the only way for them to learn was to look at the historic mistake the Soviets were making. Democracies always lack a sense of perspective: it has to be given to them from the outside. Lippmann felt this outside perspective was warped. It turned democracy into a monolithic entity, seen through the looking glass of its monolithic opponent. It ignored all the different ways democracies might still go wrong.

Kennan was trying to provide a pragmatic vision for democracy, one that was sensitive to its failings. All anyone could know for sure was that the ideological alternatives were worse. He thought he was being realistic. Still, he was asking too much. He soon acknowledged this. No long-term vision can ever be truly pragmatic, and no democracy ever really learns from other people’s mistakes. Containment came to mean ongoing confrontation and mutual suspicion. It produced a mindset that was both reckless and unthinking. It eventually morphed into something Kennan loathed, the policy known as “rollback,” which insisted that the West push back against the Soviets, and push back harder. When that happened, Kennan found that he agreed with Lippmann. The long view is dangerous for democracy. It leads into a trap. The more confident democracies are of their destiny, the more likely they are to veer wildly off course.

Faith in the future, which is meant to breed patience, ends up corroding it.

THE VIEW FROM THE MOUNTAIN

Lippmann is the Zelig of twentieth-century politics. He turns up everywhere, at all the important moments, though in retrospect it’s easy to miss him. It’s the people he is standing next to who get remembered.

After the war the Austrian economist Friedrich Hayek was also experiencing an unexpected brush with fame. As with Kennan, it was Lippmann who had provided the spur. Back in 1937, Lippmann had published a book called The Good Society, in which he argued that the politics of the New Deal was posing a growing threat to the freedom of the individual: he thought the emergency of 1933 had turned into an excuse for excessive governmental control. Partly inspired by Lippmann’s example, Hayek had written a short book of his own for the general public about the threat to freedom central planning posed. He called it The Road to Serfdom, a title he took from the closing pages of Tocqueville’s Democracy in America.12

Hayek’s book was published in 1944. It was generally well received by his fellow economists, who were starting to think about the possibilities and limits of the postwar world. Keynes told Hayek he was in sympathy with much of it, though he found it quixotic in its certainties. In 1945 the Reader’s Digest brought out a condensed version, which made its core arguments accessible to the widest possible audience in the United States. For some, it became a kind of bible.

Hayek’s theme in The Road to Serfdom was that planning might look like a way for democracies to gain control of market forces, but this was an illusion. Instead it results in the total loss of democratic control. No voting public is ever going to agree on a plan for the economy—it would be far too complicated and there would be far too many competing interests—so planning requires an elite cadre of experts to make the relevant decisions about who gets what. Democracy means majority rule, but majorities can’t agree on plans. That leaves just two possibilities. Either the majority agrees to let someone else make all the important decisions. Or the majority agrees to give up on the idea of having a plan. Hayek thought the only way to save democracy was to persuade it to take the second option.

From 1945 Hayek started trying to organize a gathering of liberal intellectuals whose job it would be to make the counterintuitive case that democracies could only retain control of their destiny if they stopped trying to control it. People would have to learn to live with uncertainty. Hayek thought the essential task for postwar democracies was to learn to understand their own limits.

Eventually Hayek found a financial backer and put together a program and a guest list for a conference to be held at the Swiss resort of Mont Pèlerin in April 1947. Lippmann was invited but did not come; he was too busy fighting his own battles back in the United States. Hayek’s Austrian colleague, Ludwig von Mises, was there, along with Karl Popper, Michael Polanyi, and a number of younger European and American economists, including Milton Friedman from Chicago. Hayek wanted to call the new gathering the Tocqueville-Acton Society, in honor of his two heroes of nineteenth-century liberalism (Acton was Lord Acton, the man who had said that “power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely”). In the end, it became known as the Mont Pelerin Society.

The purpose of the Mont Pelerin Society, as Hayek saw it, was to provide an antidote to the sense of drift he perceived around him. He identified “fatalism” as the greatest threat of the postwar age. His fear was that Europe’s exhausted and traumatized democracies would vote for socialism, more or less by default. Social democracy—welfare states, planned economies, price controls—seemed to offer a way out of the horrors of war and a safeguard against repeating the economic chaos that had led to war. Here was the chance of a fresh start and the hope of a more stable, equitable world. Who was going to say no to that?

British voters had set the lead in 1945 by ditching their warrior-king Churchill in favor of the mild-mannered Clement Attlee and his government of administrators. Across continental Europe, the early evidence suggested that other electorates were preparing to follow suit, or do something worse. In France and Italy communists made big gains in local elections. In Germany, regional plebiscites indicated a strong public preference for the nationalization of major industries. Most people wanted government to take charge of their miserable, day-to-day struggle for existence and give them some security. Hayek thought this appetite for security was a political death trap. He felt it was imperative to let people know there was an alternative to socialism. However, they had to want to take it.

It was this belief that democracies could learn how to exercise self-control that made Hayek so different from many of his contemporaries. It was the big difference between him and Lippmann, who did not have nearly so much confidence in the ability of any democracy to understand what it is doing. Hayek’s belief in democracy also marked him out from another Austrian economist with whom he is often compared and sometimes confused: Joseph Schumpeter.

Schumpeter had become internationally famous in 1942 with his book Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy, which exploded the idea that democracies were capable of choosing the course they wished to take. There was no such thing as the “general will,” Schumpeter insisted, no “common interest.” The voters had no real clue what they wanted in the long run; too many of them wanted contradictory things. Instead, democracy was simply a mechanism for replacing one government with another. The means by which this was done—elections—was simply a contest between competing teams of salesmen offering the voters a choice of manufactured products to pick from. In this contest, the politicians who offered the voters the nicest-sounding product would win. Socialism was nicer sounding than capitalism. It promised security, solidarity, peace of mind. These were vapid promises, but that didn’t matter, since democracy was a vapid business. The voters would choose socialism by default, because the alternatives were too hard to sell.

That was far too fatalistic for Hayek, who saw himself in the spirit of Tocqueville: someone who could wake European democracy up to its fate and give it the chance to regain some control over it. Unlike Schumpeter, Hayek took democracy seriously on its own terms. It meant that the majority was in charge, not the salesmen. This was extremely dangerous, since majorities could do idiotic, self-destructive things. It was a big mistake to suppose that democracy was valuable for its own sake, given its capacity to go down the wrong path. Democracy was only valuable in conjunction with capitalism. But in conjunction with capitalism, it was extremely valuable. It gave capitalism political legitimacy and public support. Hayek did not want capitalism without democracy. So he was determined to find ways for them to coexist.

Hayek’s answer was to juxtapose experimentalism with fatalism and then ask democracy to choose between them. It was one or the other. A democracy that chose to protect and preserve experimentalism would learn that it could not give in to its appetite for security. It would insist on limits to the power of the majority. This was the lesson Hayek took from Tocqueville: that democracy could only be preserved when democracies learn to leave the future open. The alternative is the tyranny of the majority.

But Hayek only saw one side of the problem and one side of Tocqueville. There were two sources of democratic fatalism for Tocqueville. One was the inexorable trend toward equality of conditions. The other was a blind faith that nothing is ever as bad as it seems. In 1947 Hayek did not see the second as a threat, certainly not for the battered, bowed-down people of Europe. His fear was the first: the democratic embrace of equality would be bought at the expense of faith in the future. He did not recognize the ways that an embrace of experimentalism can be a straitjacket too. Democracies that put their faith in the future close off their options in the present. They lose the ability to change their circumstances. Insisting on the long view is also a form of shortsightedness. Democracies that embrace it won’t see what they are doing wrong until it is too late.

What Hayek was after was incredibly demanding, as he recognized—democratic self-control requires heroic restraint. Nevertheless, he made it sound too easy. All democracies had to do was put themselves beyond the reach of temptation. Knowing how hard self-control is should enable democracies to want to avoid the risk of having to exercise it. The image that sums up what Hayek was after—it is one he and his followers were to employ repeatedly—is the story of Ulysses and the Sirens. Hayek acknowledged that democracies had to be the captains of their own ship: if someone else was steering then these weren’t really democracies. But the way ahead was extremely perilous. The sweet song of security was in the air; no more danger, no more risks, sang the planners, just come over to us. It would be all too easy to steer the ship onto the rocks. Hayek wanted democracy to learn how to bind itself to the mast in order to resist the siren song of socialism. This was the kind of self-knowledge he was after: the knowledge of our own susceptibility to temptation.

It is a seductive image. But it’s also a misleading one. First, no one ever binds themselves to the mast; someone has to tie you up, and to untie you, if the method is going to work.13 Any democracy that ties itself up can untie itself. A democracy that votes for constitutional restraint, or a balanced budget requirement, or limitations on public spending, can un-vote all these things. Second, Ulysses knew where the danger lay: it was those rocks over there. He could tell his crew to tie his hands so long as the temptation lasted, during which time they were not to listen to his desperate pleas to be released. Once the ship was out of earshot of the Sirens, then they could set him free and he would resume his command. When would democracy be out of earshot of temptation? When could it be set free?

One possible answer was never. This would mean democracies having to institute some permanent constraints limiting majority rule and protecting market freedoms. One way to do this was to go back to the traditional gold standard, which many (including Hayek) still perceived as the ultimate safeguard against democratic ill discipline. Alternatively, the new democracies of Europe could learn from the founding of the United States, where constitutional safeguards had been put in place in order to keep majority rule in check. Hayek wanted European democracies to follow the example of America—he shared the view of his other hero, Acton, who once wrote: “We have made securities for democracy but no securities against it—in that line of thought America is beyond us.”14 However, securing against democracy is not the same as teaching a democracy how to limit itself. Permanent safeguards imply a lack of faith in the capacity of any democracy to recognize the dangers up ahead.

The other possibility was that democracy only needs to be limited in crisis situations. Such a crisis was clearly visible in 1947. For now Europe’s shell-shocked democracies were far too close to the rocks to be left to their own devices. But over time, if the immediate dangers could be seen off, the ties could be loosened. In his more optimistic moods, Hayek seemed to hold open this possibility: if European democracies could be kept afloat, they would eventually be able to decide for themselves when it was safe to steer their own course, and when they needed to be constrained. This is where Hayek fundamentally differed from Keynes. Hayek thought that a stable, well-functioning democracy would know not to loosen its constraints in times of difficulty, because it would be aware of the risks. Keynes thought the whole point of a stable democracy, bound by a set of rules, was that it could afford to loosen its constraints in a crisis, so as to be able to steer away from danger. Keynes believed the nearer the rocks, the more need for freedom of action. Hayek believed the opposite.

On balance, Keynes was right, because he recognized that crises are inherently surprising for democracies. That’s what makes them crises. This is why the Siren image doesn’t work. No one knows where the rocks are. Democracies can’t bind themselves to the mast for as long as is takes and then get set free when the danger is past. Either they are going to be permanently tied up so they can’t escape, in which case they are not in charge of the ship, or they have to be tied up loosely enough that they can escape, in which case they are liable to break free at the moment of danger. The Siren image remains a seductive one: self-aware democracy, able to deploy its experience of its past failings to regulate its own weaknesses. But it is a dangerous fantasy, as later crises would show. The music Hayek was sending down from Mont Pelerin in 1947, warning of the Siren temptations to democracy, was not much heard at the time. He was right that it would take a while to filter through. When people did start to listen to it, later in the century, it would turn out to be its own siren song. It leads back onto the rocks.

THE AFTERMATH

Kennan and Hayek, in their very different ways, thought the postwar world was too dangerous for democracy to muddle through. The democracies had to take charge of their destiny. On the other hand, neither of them had any illusions about democracy. They knew that muddle and confusion and fear and misplaced hope were its modus operandi. Democracies did not know what was best for them at any given moment. What Kennan and Hayek were after was some way to get the democracies to see this for themselves. They were looking to engender self-awareness on the part of democracy out of the crisis circumstances of 1947. The only way for the democracies to take charge of their fate was to understand the pitfalls of trying. The strength that comes from knowing your own weaknesses; that was the best you could hope for. It was what Churchill wanted too.

Still, it was hoping for too much. Their experience in 1947 and thereafter did not breed self-awareness on the part of the democracies. They did not acquire a sense of perspective. They muddled through.

In West Germany a public philosophy emerged that was close to what Hayek had been after. It was called “ordoliberalism” and it had ties to some of the leading members of the Mont Pelerin Society, including the German economist Walter Eucken and the first West German finance minister Ludwig Erhard, who joined the society in 1950.15 Ordoliberals believed that a strong state was needed to provide the framework on top of which market forces could operate. The job of the state was to control and limit all those entities that might disrupt the operation of the market, including business cartels and impulsive democratic majorities.

This was democracy protected from its short-term weaknesses in an attempt to secure its long-term strengths. But it was not a recipe for democratic self-awareness. It was a top-down arrangement, designed to keep democracy safely under control.

It worked. West Germany, aided by the money that came from the Marshall Plan, guided by the wise hands of the ordoliberals, prospered, became stable, secure, and soon quite affluent. There was something almost magical about this. The magic was symbolized by one of Erhard’s decisive early acts. In July 1948, as provisional finance minister he lifted price controls on some consumer goods, ending the miserable shortages of the postwar years in one fell swoop, swamping the shops with items that previously had been hoarded and creating a consumer economy almost overnight. Prices soared, then stabilized. After the initial shock, people began to believe in a more prosperous future and to put less faith in the socialist alternatives.

Yet this was not a moment of truth. It was an administrative act foisted on an unsuspecting public with the connivance of the occupying military authorities. It was not the action of a functioning state, since West Germany still had no separate constitutional identity in 1948. It was an inspired piece of improvisation designed to prop up an ad hoc system until it could be stabilized. It did not put a check on the illusions of West German democracy. It gave them room to breathe.

When West Germany finally got a constitution in 1949 it was also something of a contrivance. The constitution was a holding arrangement—or “basic law”—designed to set the ground rules for this improvised state until it could be properly reconstituted as part of a unified Germany. This was the idea that Lippmann had derided: that West Germans would be satisfied with something that called itself a democracy yet only mimicked its ability to make meaningful choices about the future. West Germans were being offered security in exchange for the ability to control their own destiny, which looked like it was being indefinitely deferred. Lippmann felt sure this arrangement could not last. If Germans were ever given a real choice, they would choose to grasp their democratic destiny now. If they were denied that choice, they would come to realize they were not a real democracy.

Lippmann was wrong. The arrangement lasted. The fact that it was built on a deferred promise did not make it unacceptable. It simply made it hard to fathom. The surface appearance of West German democracy—that it was a temporary fix—belied the underlying reality—that it was here to stay. Raymond Aron thought that Lippmann had fallen into the trap of thinking that the truth about politics must be written on the surface of events. His complete failure to understand what the Germans would and would not put up with was, Aron wrote, “a lesson in prudence to those who would accept the thankless task of reacting to events and discerning their meaning before their consequences become apparent.”16 Aron saw it as a warning to all journalists, himself included: never tempt fate. Or rather, because all journalists have to tempt fate all the time, never think you have gotten away with it.

For Aron, the survival of West German democracy simply showed the impossibility of making sense of democratic destiny. It was a mystery, which did not mean it was a fraud. The architects of West Germany’s constitution, including its first chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, believed the division of Germany would be destabilized once it was officially recognized. So by rejecting it in principle they helped to maintain it in practice. “The only truth accessible to objective understanding,” Aron wrote, “is the recognition of these contradictions. If there is Providence in this chaos, it escapes us.”17 Many, including Jean-Paul Sartre, accused Aron of fatalism. Aron thought the way to avoid fatalism was to have no illusions at all.

West German democracy was also folded into another improvised arrangement: a Franco-German alliance. The only way the French could feel safe with German democracy, after their experience last time around, was to keep it under wraps. Adenauer was happy to play along; his conception of the safest future for West Germany was as part of a Western European federation. But this alliance was not a clearly defined political project. It too was an ad hoc series of economic arrangements, designed to facilitate the working of the Marshall Plan, to keep the European economies growing, and to postpone major political decisions for as long as possible. Western European democracy was not being asked, or expected, to take control of its fate. It was simply being encouraged to feel its way into the future.18 No one was looking for the moment of truth for fear of the damage it might do.

One reason for deferring the moment of truth was that French democracy in this period was nothing like German democracy. France had gone down the plebiscitary route in establishing a constitution for its new (its fourth) republic: elected representatives in a constituent assembly whose proposals would be put to the people in a referendum. The resulting constitution was highly democratic, in the sense that it tried to accommodate as many different interests as possible. Under its auspices France would go through twenty different governments in the decade from 1948 to 1958, while West Germany would go through one. Ordoliberalism might be good for stabilizing democracy, but it’s hard to get nascent democracies to choose ordoliberalism.

Italy went down the French route of a democratic constitutional assembly, with similar results. In 1948, the Italian general election raised the real possibility that the communists would win the vote and form a government, fulfilling some of Stalin’s fondest hopes. In the end, American money and Vatican propaganda secured a victory for the Christian Democrats. Italian democracy was not stabilized; there would be seven different prime ministers from 1948 to 1958. But it was secured.

As the European case shows, there was no single pattern by which the postwar democracies stumbled into their shared future. Outside Europe, the differences were even greater. The three most significant new democracies—India, Japan, Israel—were constituted in very different ways. An indirectly elected constituent assembly spent three years debating the form India’s new democracy should take, judiciously and somewhat ponderously considering the pros and cons, while violence and passion seethed outside. “There is such a thing as too much of a democratic procedure,” Nehru told the delegates, trying to guide them in the way of self-control.19 The democracy that emerged was not self-controlled, but it was confident of its own special destiny.

In Japan, a constitution was imposed by the American occupiers. It did everything it could to defang Japanese democracy of its most dangerous instincts. The new Japanese constitution included a clause renouncing war. This clause was to prove hugely popular with the Japanese people, whose experiences of war had not been good. Yet it could almost certainly not have been passed by an elected constitutional assembly, which would have felt constrained to answer to those same instincts it was trying to renounce.

Meanwhile, Israeli democracy was born in a condition of war, and its constitution was that of a fighting republic. It allowed considerable leeway for the military and the secret service by making sure their roles were not clearly defined. It provided a framework for the defense of Israeli democracy from its own weaknesses by making sure that Israeli democracy was never left knowingly undefended.

How could Germany, France, Italy, never mind India, Japan, Israel share a common democratic destiny? Yet they did: their constitutional variety was evidence of democratic adaptability, which is what gives democracy the edge. It remained an improvised, inadvertent form of politics. All these differences did not mean the new democracies would be in a position to learn from each other’s mistakes, as Tocqueville might have hoped. Their separate mistakes merely led them to mistrust each other. Their shared destiny was to keep going regardless.

There was, however, one new factor in world politics that promised to erase the difference between the various democracies and give them a joint perspective on their common fate: the bomb. It was the threat of nuclear confrontation between the Soviets and the Americans that did most to persuade Kennan that an inflexible policy of standing up to the Russians was too dangerous. It would draw the United States into showdowns where the stakes were far too high. It would make reasonable discussions about disarmament practically impossible. Kennan joined Lippmann in arguing for the demilitarization of Germany in order to provide a buffer between the superpowers and give containment some breathing room. Rollback would have to be rolled back. Kennan’s fear throughout his life was that the democracies would stumble into a nuclear showdown inadvertently, because they had taken insufficient care to guard against their own impulsiveness. Democratic muddle and nuclear arsenals seemed fundamentally incompatible.

If anything could put things in perspective for the democracies, it was surely the threat of the ultimate crisis: a nuclear holocaust. But in this, too, Kennan would be disappointed. The democracies did not gain insight into their own weaknesses under the shadow of the bomb. As we will see, they muddled through.


CHAPTER 4

1962

On the Brink

THE CRISIS

ON DECEMBER 29, IN ITS END OF YEAR REVIEW, THE Economist summed up the general feeling of relief. “Asked what it did in 1962,” the newspaper wrote, “the world can reply curtly that it survived.”1 What it had survived was the most dangerous moment of the Cold War, perhaps the most dangerous moment in human history: the Cuban Missile Crisis, which for a few days in late October brought the Soviet Union and the United States to the brink of all-out war. The showdown between the two superpowers over Russian nuclear missile sites in Cuba is often remembered as the crisis point of modern politics. For a short time, almost everything was at stake. The fate of the world stood in the balance.

For that reason, it can be hard to see the Cuban Missile Crisis as a crisis of democracy. It looks both too big and too small for that. Too big because the stakes were so high: if the worst had happened, little else would have mattered. The advantages of democracy over other systems of government don’t count for much in the face of Armageddon. Nuclear conflict between the United States and the Soviet Union in 1962 would not have spelled the end of politics, because it would not have spelled the end of the human race, and human beings are political animals. But it would have spelled the end of politics as we know it. God alone knows what would have come next.

It looks too small because of the scale of the event. The crisis took place over a very brief period—it was just a couple of weeks from the Americans’ discovery of nuclear launch sites on Cuba to Khrushchev’s announcement of his decision to dismantle them—and involved only a small group of people on either side. There was hardly the time or space for democracy to play a part. Two cloistered political elites, sweating it out in smoky rooms, groping in the dark for signals from the other side, stumbling with relief at the end of it all back out into the light—where was the room for democracy in that?

It’s this juxtaposition between the tight confines of the decision-making process and the unfathomable consequences of a misstep that has given the Cuban Missile Crisis its totemic quality and made it a source of endless fascination, for filmmakers and novelists as much as historians and political scientists. It’s where you go to breathe the pure air of decisionism, and also to get a whiff of the sulfurous odor of the abyss. It’s not where you usually look for the clang and clatter of democracy in action.

However, as so often with democracy, appearances can be deceptive. The Cuban Missile Crisis was a quintessential democratic crisis, and it fits squarely into the story I am telling in this book. There are three reasons why. First, democracy did play a part in resolving the crisis, but only indirectly. The outcome was something more than luck, but less than design. It was, if anything, a victory for democratic inadvertence. Second, for that reason it was not much of a learning experience. The easiest lesson to draw from the successful resolution of the crisis was that democracy is a providential system of government. The crisis did more to foster democratic fatalism than to correct for it. Third, it was not the only threat to democracy to emerge in late October 1962. The existential drama of the Cuban Missile Crisis has tended to leave the impression that the world held its breath for a few days, waiting for permission to exhale. But the world kept turning.

In that same week in October, two other significant democratic crises were unfolding, one in India, one in West Germany. On October 22, the day President Kennedy went on television to warn the American people of the threat to their safety coming from Cuba, the Indian prime minister, Nehru, made a radio broadcast to inform his people that they were under attack from China, and that their very security as a democracy was at stake. On the night of October 26/27, when the Cuban Missile Crisis had reached its critical juncture and the protagonists were peering into the void, the West German defense minister, Franz Josef Strauss, authorized a raid on the offices of the magazine Der Spiegel, prompting the biggest crisis in the brief history of West German democracy.

Neither the Sino-Indian war nor the Spiegel affair has quite the all-or-nothing quality of the big one, which explains why they are less well remembered today outside of their home countries. But both, in their different ways, revealed something fundamental about how democracies deal with crises, and how crises shape democracies. The world did more than simply survive in 1962. It also got a glimpse of its future.

This chapter is about three crises that erupted in the space of a few days in late 1962. The crises were interrelated but they were also very different. In each case democracy made it through the crisis intact. But in none of the three cases was it possible to draw much comfort from that fact. The crises of 1962 showed just what democracy can survive, and just how hard it is to learn from the experience.

CAN DEMOCRACIES BLUFF?

By the early 1960s Tocqueville’s view that democracies are bad at foreign affairs had become the conventional wisdom, particularly among intellectuals who considered themselves “realists” about international politics. The doyen of the realists was the US-based German émigré Hans Morgenthau, who drew directly on Tocqueville for his analysis of the failings of democratic foreign policy. Democracies, Morgenthau argued, were not stupid, but they were unreflective. They did not pause to think about what they were doing. This made them blow hot and cold: hot, because crude popular ideas of good and evil breed crass and impulsive judgments; cold, because democracies change their minds with difficulty and find it hard to adapt to new circumstances. “For government to postpone action until after public opinion has spoken,” Morgenthau wrote, “is tantamount to doing nothing.”2 Democracies needed to be educated about the reality of foreign affairs by their political leaders; they had to be guided in what to think. So far in the Cold War, despite all the propaganda, there was little sign of that happening. Instead, the conflict was producing remote and technocratic government, lacking in political vision. Public opinion was being kept in the dark, where it would never learn.

Others in the realist camp included Walter Lippmann and George Kennan, their differences by now largely forgotten. Kennan spent the second half of the 1950s researching and writing a monumental history of America’s disastrous misreading of the Bolshevik revolution as it had unfolded from 1917 to 1918. It had been a personal failure on the part of Woodrow Wilson, but it was also a failure of democracy. Kennan concluded:

The reasons for this failure of American statesmanship lay in such things as the deficiencies of the American political system from the standpoint of the conduct of foreign relations; the grievous distortion of vision brought to a democratic society by any self-abandonment to the hysteria of militancy; the congenital shallowness, philosophical and intellectual, of the approach to the world’s problems that bubbled up from the fermentations of official Washington; the pervasive dilettantism in the execution of American policy.3

“How pleasing it would be,” Kennan went on, “if one were able to record that these deficiencies had been left behind . . . to be contemplated, now, from a safe distance, as the components of a dead situation, only partially relevant to our own.” He was being ironic.

The fear for the realists was that the democracies were being repeatedly outmaneuvered by the Soviets, who were unencumbered by the dead hand of public opinion. By 1962, the Russians were displaying their ruthlessness and taste for brinkmanship in Berlin, where the previous year a wall had gone up to prevent East Germans from voting with their feet and moving west. West Berlin was now cut off and vulnerable. Did the democracies have the wit to defend it without being sucked into a wider conflict? They appeared to lack either the stomach for war or the foresight for peace. They were caught between their indignation and their desire for an easy life. They were stuck.

Two images were popular in commentary and journalism at this period to capture what was wrong with democracy, borrowed from the national pastimes of the two sides in the Cold War. The reason the democracies were losing the contest was that they were no good at the American game, poker, or the Russian game, chess. They couldn’t play poker because democracies can’t bluff. They are not secretive enough—too much information is out in the open—but also not decisive enough—it is impossible to bluff your opponent if you are unable to pick a course and stick to it. A good bluffer needs a steady nerve, which democracies lacked. Meanwhile, democracies couldn’t play chess because they couldn’t think ahead. They take each move as it comes, preferring cheap gains to long attritional contests, and find it hard to make sacrifices. Without the occasional sacrifice, chess is a lost cause.

However, as one or two commentators were starting to point out, these analogies were missing something. A great deal depends not just on the game, but for what you are playing. The threat of nuclear war had raised the stakes immeasurably. Poker is not exactly poker if either side has a nuclear option, so that even the winner might lose everything. Chess is not exactly chess if neither side can afford to lose. The political philosopher Louis Halle, a close friend of Kennan’s, made this point in an article he published in January 1962. Halle stuck to the conventional line that “countries in which popular opinion is supreme are unable to play chess.”4 But he added a rider: as well as not knowing how to win, this also meant democracies did not know how to lose. They did not resign simply because they had been outplayed. They kept going, refusing to admit defeat. In a conventional game of chess, this would result in defeat anyway. But the Cold War was not a conventional contest, because before defeat both sides had the option of unleashing their nuclear arsenal. They could kick over the board.

So not being able to play chess gave the democracies an unforeseen edge when pitted against the “chess-player’s logic of Mr. Khrushchev”: it left him unsure how far to push his advantage. “It is a new kind of weakness [Khrushchev] is experiencing,” Halle wrote, “the weakness of the strong, the weakness of the superior power that, in spite of its superiority, cannot afford to risk the test of force. The essential lesson one must hope he is learning . . . is that we on our side cannot play chess.”5 Democratic weakness had become a perverse kind of strength, so long as the other side was smart enough to notice it.

Halle was touching on a new strand of political science, one that had recently come up with a sophisticated rationale for this way of thinking. In 1960 the economist Thomas Schelling had published his groundbreaking book The Strategy of Conflict, which analyzed all-or-nothing showdowns in terms of the best strategic options of the participants. One of his conclusions was that in games of chicken—where the loser is the one who blinks first—the rational strategy is to behave irrationally, so as to convince your opponent you are incapable of recognizing when it’s time to blink. That way, he won’t dare put you to the test. The difficulty for the rational actor is to put on a convincing show of irrationality: if your opponent knows it’s just an act, designed for strategic purposes, it won’t work. That’s not a problem for actors who are genuinely irrational, however. Their threats are convincing because they are incapable of calculation. So perhaps unthinking, unreflective democracies, which don’t know how to bluff and can’t play chess, had the advantage.

The Cuban Missile Crisis put some of these theories to the test. Part of the frisson of fear, in retrospect, comes not simply from the fine line between success and failure but between rationality and irrationality in democratic politics. Something that still has the power to shock, given what was at stake, is the extent to which President Kennedy was worried about how his response to the crisis would play with the voters in the forthcoming midterm elections. When he first got news of the Russian deployment to Cuba, he bemoaned the unfortunate timing: couldn’t the crisis be delayed for a month, until after the election? Once it was clear it could not be delayed, Kennedy realized he had to raise the stakes. He couldn’t afford to appear weak in the eyes of the voters. The complaint is often made against democratic politicians that they are unable to see the wider picture because the relentlessness of the electoral cycle won’t allow it. They can only see their way to the next round of voting. Here was the future of the world at risk, and Kennedy was anxious lest it cost his party seats in Congress. It looks grotesque.6

But in this case, the shortsightedness was an advantage. It helped to anchor Kennedy’s response in a situation where the existential stakes might have left a politician with a freer hand paralyzed by indecision. Kennedy was driven during the crisis by what he took to be the two nonnegotiable requirements of democratic public opinion: first, that he should do everything in his power to avoid a conflict; second, that he should not be seen to back down. Democracies hate unnecessary wars, but they also hate making concessions. This is not a reasoned position and the twin imperatives can be contradictory: sometimes, to avoid war you have to back down; sometimes, to avoid backing down you have to go to war. But in this confrontation, the unreasonableness helped Kennedy. The knowledge that he was constrained by unthinking public opinion made him harder to outmaneuver.

As well as being a tactical advantage, the unthinking quality of democratic public opinion can also be a consolation. It is easy to ignore the extent to which democratic politicians are consoled by the relentless demands of electoral politics: it ensures that the choices they face have a manageable quality. Asking how it will play in Peoria seems bathetic when faced with decisions of far wider significance, but the bathos of democracy—its lack of proportion—helps keep the politicians sane. In one of the most famous exchanges of the crisis, the president and his brother comforted each other with the idea that they were boxed in. They were speaking in private on the evening of October 22, in a conversation that was captured on tape.

JFK: It looks really mean, doesn’t it? But on the other hand, there wasn’t any choice. If he’s going to get this mean on this one, in our part of the world, no choice. I don’t think there was a choice.

RFK: Well, there isn’t any choice. I mean, you would have been impeached.

JFK: Well, I think I would have been impeached.7

Khrushchev, of course, faced his own constraints. He too had to worry about what other people thought: his colleagues, his generals, his party, even his public. Autocrats are often highly sensitive to public opinion, which is why they go to such lengths to control it. But Khrushchev was freer to set his own timetable for the crisis: when to escalate it and when to diffuse it. This relative freedom of action may explain why he was the one much closer to the edge of sanity. The erratic, sometimes manic quality of Khrushchev’s communications during the crisis are often taken as evidence of the extent to which he was a prisoner of competing factions in the Kremlin. But it is just as likely that they are evidence of his uncertainty. He was suffering from the tyranny of choice.

Military realists continue to insist that the reason Khrushchev backed down was that he was outmatched; the size of the American nuclear arsenal was four times that of the Soviets’, which meant in any final showdown, however bad for everyone, it would go worse for the Russians. They would lose. In that sense, Khrushchev was the one who was bluffing. He may have been tempted by Kennedy’s dithering over Berlin, and by his personal impression of him as a young and untested man, to push his luck. But it helped that democracies can’t bluff, because in a game of poker, the ones who can’t bluff are also the ones who can’t be bluffed. They ignore the signals. Experienced poker players will always say these are the hardest people to play against, particularly in a one-off game for very high stakes.

One of Kennedy’s crucial decisions during the two weeks of the crisis was to go public with satellite photographs of what the Soviets were up to. By broadcasting to the United States and the world the manner in which his administration had been duped, he reinforced his intention not to let them get away with it. The realists, including Lippmann, thought Kennedy was being naive and reckless: why risk dragging untutored public opinion into a hair-trigger negotiation that was best conducted by statesmen behind closed doors? But Kennedy understood that untutored public opinion was one of his weapons in that negotiation; it signaled to the Soviets that he could not afford to back down.

Kennedy’s real challenge was to find some way to help Khrushchev back down without being seen to make any concessions. Here Lippmann provided accidental assistance. On October 25, Lippmann wrote an article suggesting that the Americans trade their nuclear weapons in Turkey for Russian weapons in Cuba. Khrushchev believed that Lippmann spoke for the administration and was signaling a willingness to compromise. In fact, Lippmann did not speak for Kennedy; his influence in Washington was on the wane. A year earlier the president had complained: “I know Khrushchev reads him and thinks Walter Lippmann represents American policy. How do I get over that problem?”8 Now, Khrushchev’s misapprehension of Lippmann’s importance—as an autocrat he could not understand how a journalist could say such things unless they were authorized—gave Kennedy a helping hand. It bolstered the private message Bobby Kennedy was conveying to the Russian ambassador in Washington, that his brother could only act on Turkey if it wasn’t seen as a trade, since democratic public opinion wouldn’t stand for it. Khrushchev had to be seen to act first, no conditions attached, which is what he did. He thought Lippmann had given him his cue. Five months later Kennedy withdrew the weapons from Turkey. It was a triumph for democratic inadvertence: Zelig’s finest hour.

As in any crisis, luck played its part. American democracy was lucky in its leadership in 1962. Kennedy’s temperament suited the crisis, both in his caution and in his resolve. It might have been very different if his vice president, the more belligerent but also more secretive Lyndon Johnson, had been in charge (though had Johnson been in charge perhaps Khrushchev would not have pushed his luck). However, the peaceful resolution of the crisis was down to more than just good fortune. The crisis also suited the temperament of a democracy that wanted peace but did not want to compromise, and that boxed its leaders in while giving them room to negotiate. The haphazard quality of democratic public life—its lack of proportion, its tendency to generate mixed messages—helped the leading actors to find their way through.

The outcome was not a clear-cut victory. It was merely a disaster averted. But avoiding disaster is what gives democracy its advantage: so long as nothing terrible happens, then democracy is the winner, because in the long run democracy has the edge. If the world doesn’t end, then democracy marches on. This, in a sense, was Kennan’s lesson. If Western democracy could hold itself in check and steer clear of crazy, mutually destructive confrontations then it would outperform and outlast its rival. However, the Cuban Missile Crisis was precisely the sort of crazy confrontation Kennan wanted the democracies to avoid. It horrified him (though he accepted that Kennedy’s handling of it had been “masterful”).9 So the outcome also confounded the lesson he wanted to teach. American democracy had avoided catastrophe only by coming right up to the brink. It had not shown the qualities Kennan had wanted it to acquire: patience, foresight, vigilance, a willingness to take the long view and foreswear needless risks. It had been taken by surprise, felt itself outraged, shut its eyes to the risks, held its breath, and survived. It had lived in the moment.

Once it was clear the world would not be coming to an end, American voters soon resumed the regular round of democratic life. The midterms went on and the Democrats did better than they might have expected before the crisis gave Kennedy a boost, though not as well as might have been hoped given that he had just saved the world. As usual, local issues and short-term gripes trumped larger concerns. The crisis did not restore a sense of perspective to democracy. Tocqueville had hoped that brushes with disaster might wake up a democracy to the need to control its own fate. Not in this case. This near miss simply reminded people that some things were beyond their power to control. What else can you do, having peered into the abyss, except cross yourself and look away? It was not much of a learning experience. It was more of a providential event, and as such it was hard to see what nonfatalistic conclusions there were to be drawn. The Cuban Missile Crisis reinforced the idea that fate was on democracy’s side.

It was another democratic crisis unfolding at the same time that fits somewhat better with the educative pattern Tocqueville described. While the United States was being taken by surprise by Soviet aggression in Cuba, India was being taken by surprise by Chinese aggression on its Himalayan border. The Indian government had less excuse for consternation, since the Chinese had done little to hide their intentions. Throughout 1961 the Chinese government had been threatening to seize back disputed Indian territory by force. In December of that year the Indian prime minister, Nehru, told parliament that the threats were not to be taken seriously, because war between India and China might drag the superpowers into a nuclear conflict. It was therefore unthinkable. The Chinese, he was convinced, were bluffing.

Nonetheless, Nehru had felt obliged to put up a show of resistance. In the spring of 1962 he faced a general election and, as he liked to say, “at election time the devil seems to take hold of the people.”10 Nationalist fervor and saber rattling by populist politicians persuaded him to move extra troops into the disputed region, promising to defend it against any threat. But it was Nehru who was bluffing. He intended this move as a sop to inflamed public opinion; he didn’t think the soldiers would be needed to fight. As a result, they were unprepared and ill equipped for action. Nehru thought gestures of resolve were all that would be required.

He was wrong: democracies can’t bluff. The Chinese were not fooled by Nehru’s insistence that India would be ready to resist any attack. They understood that he was more concerned to appease domestic opinion than to confront the real prospect of war. His motives were transparent, which made them self-defeating. On October 20, Chinese troops invaded and overran Indian resistance. Within a couple of days, it was clear the Indian army was being routed. By this point the world had also discovered that the United States and the Soviet Union were involved in their potential dance of death over Cuba. Nehru’s hopes that the prospect of international escalation would deter the Chinese turned out to be wishful thinking. International tensions had escalated to such a point that a Sino-Indian war was reduced to an afterthought. The world had other things to worry about, which is what allowed the Chinese to seize their moment. Indian democracy was on its own.

Nehru had always conceived of Indian democracy as different. He had been the country’s only prime minister since independence, and he saw himself, as he told the American ambassador John Kenneth Galbraith, as its “schoolmaster . . . the last Englishman to govern India.”11 His temperament and bearing were aristocratic: he hoped to educate the Indian people in democracy, and to protect them from their own worst instincts. Nehru wanted India to steer a path between the two sides in the Cold War, identified with neither, offering an alternative to both. He sought to bridge the gap between Soviet-style socialism and Western democratic capitalism. Under his leadership India adopted a series of five-year plans, approved by parliament, and the Indian state imposed a plethora of controls on the economy as well as providing large subsidies to support ailing sectors. Nehru’s intention was that Indian democracy would sacrifice breakneck growth for steady progress and replace the chaotic conditions of the free market with the guiding hand of state control. It would be nothing like democracy in America.

But the crisis of October 1962 suggested that Indian democracy was not so different after all. It suffered from the standard democratic weaknesses of inattention and overreaction. It was taken by surprise by an event it had been ceaselessly fretting about. Indeed, the endless chatter regarding the Chinese threat was one of the things that had made it so hard to take it seriously. As Tocqueville wrote of the French political class on the brink of revolution in 1848, India’s politicians “had asserted these things so often, without believing them very much, that in the end they came to believe them not at all, just at the moment when events were about to prove them right.”12 One reason democracies get taken by surprise is that they are forever crying wolf. The ruthlessness and decisiveness of the Chinese intervention seemed to highlight the difference between a democracy and an autocracy: while one was talking without doing much about it, the other was doing without talking much about it.

However, as well as illustrating some familiar weaknesses of democracy in action, the Indian response to the war also pointed to some of its underlying strengths. The country and its political elite woke up to their failings quite quickly and did not try to hide from them. In his broadcast of October 22, Nehru told the Indian people: “We were getting out of touch with reality in the modern world and we were living in an artificial atmosphere of our own creation; we have been shocked out of it, all of us, whether it is the government or the people.”13 Although there was some muted criticism of Nehru’s personal unpreparedness, public opinion did not turn on the government. Instead, it rallied, and there were strong demonstrations of support across the country. The advancing Chinese did not have it all their own way; some Indian troops resisted strongly, and after four days of fighting the Chinese called a halt and declared a ceasefire. By now they were well inside Indian territory, though a long way from any major centers of population. To advance further would have meant encountering serious popular resistance. China had no desire to get embroiled in an open-ended conflict, which it might lose. Tocqueville was right: an autocracy that does not defeat a democracy quickly always runs the risk of being defeated by it. The war had been a humiliation for India. But it was not a catastrophe.

Indian democracy also had the advantages of its flexibility. This was not democratic flexibility as Nehru had previously conceived it: nonaligned India able to pick and choose its allies according to its own moral imperatives. Rather, it was the flexibility of the desperate. Democracies in a crisis do not cling on to their principles. They take help from wherever they can get it. Nehru was willing to accept military assistance from anyone. He started by approaching the Americans, from whom he had previously tried to keep his distance. Until the Cuban Missile Crisis was resolved the Americans were unresponsive. But once it was over they made it clear that support would be forthcoming, which helped to put the brakes on any further Chinese advances when fighting flared up again in November. In the meantime, Nehru took weapons from the Russians. He even approached the Israeli government in an attempt to source military supplies, until the Egyptians blocked him.

Democracies are not proud when it comes to facing up to their mistakes, largely because they make so many of them. They tend to be pragmatic. As Tocqueville said, more fires get started in a democracy, but more fires get put out as well. The problem for democracies is not admitting their mistakes, but noticing them, amid all the noise. Once it becomes clear that something has to be done, elected politicians have no choice but to act, even if it means pursuing options they had once denounced as unacceptable. Autocrats find it much harder to own up to their failings. They do not want to seek help from uncongenial sources, because that would represent a public admission of something having gone badly wrong. They prefer to suffer in silence (that is, to let their populations suffer in silence). The Chinese government in 1962 would never have gone begging to the Americans, no matter how badly things had gone. Indian democracy lost some of its self-perceived moral distinctiveness after the fright it received in October 1962. It showed itself to be more adaptable than principled. It also showed that it knew how to survive.

This points to the fundamental difference between Indian democracy and Chinese autocracy at this period. The Chinese state, centralized, highly coercive, and ideologically driven, was well suited to the sort of military conflict it engineered against the far less well prepared and well organized Indian regime. Nonetheless, the confrontation was a sideshow, and intended as a sideshow, from the fundamental crisis that had been gripping the Chinese nation: a famine that is now estimated to have caused the premature deaths of as many as forty million people during the four years from 1958 to 1962. In 1962 the world still had little knowledge of the disaster taking place inside China, because the regime did nothing to advertise it. Its policies of agricultural collectivization had helped to create the crisis; far worse, its refusal to face up to the extent of the problem or to seek outside help turned these policy failings into one of the greatest man-made calamities of the twentieth century. When the Chinese state made serious mistakes, the consequences were unfathomable. Indian democracy, for all its failings, did not fail like this.

Later in the century, the Nobel Prize–winning Indian economist Amartya Sen would make famous the dictum that famines do not happen in democracies, because free public opinion forces democratic politicians to face up to disaster before it is too late. It is scarcity of information, not scarcity of food, that causes people to starve to death. But in 1962 this idea lay in the future. For now, in the immediate crisis circumstances of military confrontation, India looked weak and vulnerable in the face of the Chinese assault. Rather than revealing the underlying advantages of democracy, the Sino-Indian war seemed to confirm some traditional fears. Democracy was chaotic, haphazard, and wishful. Autocracy was ruthless and decisive. The Indians had tried to bluff the Chinese and had been exposed. Yet in the end exposure was good for Indian democracy, because it stopped the worst from happening. It is only the systems that cannot be exposed that are capable of doing their very worst.

The truth is that democracies can’t bluff. The events of late 1962 confirmed as much. They also indicated that there are worse things than not being able to bluff.

THE OLD MAN AND THE SCANDAL

Nehru was seventy-two at the time of the Chinese war, and he had been prime minister for more than fifteen years. His misjudgments in the run-up to the conflict made it easy to conclude that he had been around too long: the patrician schoolmaster looked ponderous and out of touch. Although only a decade older than his Chinese counterparts—the sleek Mao Zedong and his smiling, proficient sidekick Zhou Enlai—he appeared to belong to an earlier generation. He did come from another generation entirely than John F. Kennedy, who was young enough to be his son. Kennedy symbolized the capacity of democracies to renew themselves. Nehru appeared old-fashioned and set in his ways by comparison. He seemed to symbolize how democracies can get stuck.

Yet Nehru was far more typical of democracy in 1962 than Kennedy was. One of the misleading features of the Cuban Missile Crisis, when viewed in isolation, is the impression it gives that the Cold War had boiled down to a face-off between youthful democracy and battle-hardened autocracy: the fresh-faced, relatively untested Kennedy against the older, tougher Khrushchev; the older man underestimating the younger one and paying the price. We are used to thinking of the Soviet system as a gerontocracy, because of the problem any autocratic regime has in replacing one leader with another: absent a revolution, you usually have to wait for them to die first. Democracies do not have this problem. At least that’s the theory. But in 1962, it was not the practice in many countries. Gerontocracy did not look like it was the Soviet problem. It looked more like the democratic one.

In “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” back in 1947, Kennan had spelled out the time frame he had in mind if a long-term policy of containment was to be given the chance to work: ten to fifteen years. This was a long time for any democracy, which is why it called for patience. It was longer than the two world wars combined, the equivalent of three or more presidential cycles, half a human generation. The democracies needed to wait for the fundamental inflexibility of the Soviet system to catch up with it. Yet by 1962 the time frame Kennan had envisaged was up. It turned out to be nowhere near long enough.

The Soviet Union had survived the event that Kennan had hoped might precipitate its downfall: the transfer of power from one leader to the next. Stalin had died in 1953, to be succeeded, after a bitter internal party struggle, by Khrushchev. The new leader did make some attempt to change the political culture of the Soviet Union, criticizing his predecessor and initiating haphazard reforms of the state’s most oppressive structures. But it did not last. The experiment with openness was soon stifled, and the regime reasserted control. Kennan remained convinced it was the inflexibility of the West that had killed off Khrushchev’s reforms before they could eat into the underpinnings of the Soviet system. By sticking to the crudest version of containment—don’t give an inch—the United States had made it too easy for hardliners in Moscow to regain control. Mimicking the Russians had left the Russians mimicking themselves.

Still, the Soviets had managed a transfer of power between political generations without falling apart. By 1962, it was the democracies that looked like they were frightened of making a change. Most of them were being ruled by old men who appeared to be clinging on. These men were often, like Nehru, the founding fathers of their countries’ political systems. The father of West German democracy, Adenauer, was still in office in 1962, so was the father of Israeli democracy, David Ben-Gurion. In France, the fifth republic was headed by its architect, Charles de Gaulle, who had conceived it as a vehicle for presidential power and his own personal prestige. None of these democracies had managed a successful handover at the top (Israel had tried in 1954, but a year later Ben-Gurion was called back to the helm; his country apparently couldn’t cope without him). It was not clear what would bring about a changing of the guard. Did the old men have to die first?

Stability in many new democratic states seemed to have been bought at a high price. It raised the question of whether these countries were actually democracies at all. West Germany, France, India, Israel looked to some observers more like paternalistic regimes in which the children were frightened of what life might be like without a grown-up to tell them what to do. The alternative, however, looked no more attractive. The new democracies that did know how to change their leaders did not seem to know how to stop. Japan got through seven prime ministers in the decade before 1962. Italy got through ten. In France, there had been twenty changes of government between 1947 and 1958, which is what paved the way for de Gaulle’s fifth republic to take over from the fourth. Too slow to change or too quick to change its mind: that was still the double trouble with democracy.

In 1962 the question of how to find a path between instability and political sclerosis was most acute in West Germany. Adenauer was now eighty-six, old enough to be Kennedy’s grandfather. In 1917, the year Kennedy was born, Adenauer was already mayor of Cologne. He had lived through all the calamitous ups and downs of German democracy during the first half of the twentieth century. He saw his role as to ensure that nothing like it ever happened again. West Germany needed stability, security, and a steady hand on the tiller. In this task, Adenauer viewed himself as indispensable. In 1954 he had been overheard at a conference lamenting to the foreign ministers of Belgium and Luxemburg: “What will become of Germany when I am gone?” The arrival in power of de Gaulle, and the relatively good relations Adenauer established with him, only confirmed his sense that no one else was up to the job: great statesmen needed each other. In 1961 he had been persuaded to offer a pledge to stand down before the next federal election, but this was not due until 1965, when he would be eighty-nine. Who knew what might happen in the meantime?

West Germany was supposed to be a functioning democracy, which meant that no leader was indispensable. So how would this one be ushered off the stage? By 1962 it was the issue dominating West German politics, and causing consternation in Adenauer’s own party, the center-right Christian Democratic Union (CDU). Successors were lining up and jockeying for position, which made Adenauer ever more determined to cling on. He viewed all his potential successors as unsuitable, and the favorite, his finance minister Ludwig Erhard, the architect of the West German economic “miracle,” as more unsuitable than most. Adenauer considered Erhard a technician, not a statesman, and he thought West German democracy would not survive even a short bout of weak leadership. Yet Adenauer’s refusal to budge was threatening to destabilize the democracy he was claiming to protect. Discipline was breaking down in his party. His authority was being openly questioned. West German democracy appeared caught in a bind: its inability to dislodge Adenauer was creating the fractious conditions that Adenauer believed made it essential that he remain in post.

In the end, what broke the deadlock was a scandal. Throughout 1962 the left-of-center magazine Der Spiegel had been involved in a war of words with Franz Josef Strauss, Adenauer’s combative defense minister and the lightning rod for much of the criticism of his government. Strauss had sued Der Spiegel over an earlier article that accused him of being a putative dictator; the courts decided for Strauss, but only on technical grounds. Then the magazine accused the minister of having profited from US army contracts; again Strauss sued and again he won only a partial victory. Finally, on October 10, the magazine published details of secret NATO maneuvers that had taken place the previous month, which it claimed had revealed the incompetence and inadequacy of the West German defense program under Strauss. The article also claimed that Strauss wanted to replace conventional German forces with tactical nuclear weapons, which he would be willing to deploy in a preemptive strike. Strauss responded by accusing the magazine of treason.

On the night of October 26, with Adenauer’s consent, Strauss authorized a raid on the offices of Der Spiegel. This was done without consulting more widely within the government; other ministers felt they had been kept deliberately in the dark. The following day Strauss ordered the arrest of the magazine’s editor, Rudolf Augstein, and his deputy, Conrad Ahlers, who had written the offending article. The result was uproar. Public rallies in favor of the freedom of the press took place around the country. Other newspapers, from across the political spectrum, expressed outrage at the violation of their right to publish critical material and at the arbitrary nature of the arrests. On October 31, the justice minister, Wolfgang Stammberger, resigned, claiming he had not been informed about the decision to move against the magazine and its editors. Stammberger belonged to the coalition party in Adenauer’s government, the Free Democratic Party (FDP), which withdrew its other ministers from the cabinet in solidarity. They would only agree to serve again if Strauss would resign. Faced with this threat to bring down the government, Strauss felt had no choice, and on November 30 he quit. Adenauer then set about repairing the damage. But he discovered that a condition being set by his potential partners in any new coalition was that he should set a firm date for his own retirement. On December 6 he acquiesced and agreed to step down the following year. He tried to retain some wriggle room to the end. Asked by an American television reporter what lay in store for the Federal Republic after he was gone, he responded: “That question cannot be answered at all. . . . The political situation—both the domestic situation here in our country and especially the international situation—is unclear, and we don’t know what the year 1963 will bring.”14

The Spiegel affair proved to be a defining moment in the history of West German democracy. It helped to break the paternalistic spell of the Adenauer era and to dispel the idea that democracy in Germany could only survive if it was kept under wraps. The 1950s—the miracle years of dramatic economic growth and swift recovery from the horrors of Nazism—had helped to create the impression that West German democracy was treading on eggshells. Something fragile and fundamentally mysterious had taken place, and it did not do to ask too many difficult questions about how it worked. It was better not to know what might be lurking in the shadows than to risk bringing the demons of German politics back into the light. West German democracy at this stage of its development could not afford a crisis; that had always been Adenauer’s position and his justification for his particular style of rule. But it turned out that a crisis was precisely what West German democracy needed at this stage of its development. It helped to get things moving again. As well as breaking the deadlock at the top, the affair invigorated public debate and helped to create the space for much more direct criticisms of the failings of the West German state. It brought a new generation of intellectuals into German political life, and it gave them a platform. It made West Germany look much more like a modern democracy.

However, it is important to emphasize what the Spiegel affair did not do. It did not galvanize the West German voting public into demanding change. Adenauer’s personal popularity rose after the scandal broke. The public rallied to his side, protective of a dignified old man at bay. For many Germans, the affair confirmed their view of him, which coincided with his own view of himself: that he ought to be treated as above the grubby machinations of ordinary politics. His rivals within his own party used the scandal to push him out, yet they had to be careful not to seem precipitate: he was allowed to delay his departure until later the following year so that it shouldn’t seem as though he had been forced from office by scheming politicians in the face of public opinion. Nor did they want to give the press an inflated sense of its ability to make or break governments. Strauss also saw his popularity rise with the electorate as an immediate consequence of the scandal. On November 25, just five days before he was forced to resign, he had fought an election in his home state of Bavaria under the slogan “Security or Treason?” He won a resounding victory. Newspaper outrage, as so often in democracies, was an unreliable indicator of what might happen at the ballot box.

What brought Strauss down was not the substance of Der Spiegel’s allegations against him, but his response to them. The accusations could hardly have been more serious: not only was his administrative incompetence said to be putting national security at risk, but his fixation on getting West Germany its own nuclear deterrent, and his apparent readiness to use it, was a threat to the peace of the world. Strauss’s defenders claimed the accusations were baseless and hinted darkly that the Soviets had given the source material to the magazine. That the scandal should have coincided with the denouement of the Cuban Missile Crisis might have been expected to focus attention on these hair-raising charges from both sides. But the opposite happened. The arguments that raged among press and politicians did not for the most part concern questions of national security, nuclear deterrence, and superpower rivalry. They were all about who had said what to whom and when they had said it. This is the way with scandals in democracies. Process takes precedence over substance.

Strauss’s procedural failings were twofold: first, he did not consult widely enough before authorizing the arrests of the two journalists; and second, he lied about the extent of his personal involvement. When he discovered that Ahlers was holidaying in Spain on the day the warrant was issued for his arrest, Strauss had called the German military attaché in Madrid to insist that he be apprehended. He then denied to parliament that such a phone call had taken place. This denial cost him his job. As the cliché now has it: it’s not the crime, it’s the cover-up.

In these arguments about process, the government’s critics made large claims. If Strauss were to get away with his arbitrary actions, wouldn’t that prove that West German democracy was really a sham? Could a government minister be allowed to take personal revenge on his newspaper critics in this way? As one conservative commentator, previously sympathetic to Adenauer’s government, put it: “The question is whether the Federal Republic of Germany is still a free and constitutional democracy, or whether it has become possible to transform it overnight by some sort of coup d’état based on fear and arbitrary power.”15 But if that was the question, the Spiegel affair did not provide a very satisfactory answer, because so many other questions of detail kept getting in the way. The minutiae of the scandal were what enabled it to claim Strauss as its primary political victim, even though his destruction was only temporary; he was back in government three years later. But the procedural details were also what made it easy to lose sight of the bigger picture. Scandals galvanize democracies, and they can obsess them. But they are rarely a means of resolving the fundamental questions about what a democracy is for.

Ultimately the Spiegel affair was a disappointment to the many German intellectuals who had hoped it might be the moment of truth for West German democracy and expose what lay behind the hastily constructed facade. In the heady days of late 1962 the precedent most often invoked was that of the Dreyfus affair, which had divided France at the turn of the century, revealed the hollowness at the heart of the republic, and reshaped the country’s politics for a generation or more. Didn’t the Spiegel affair promise to do the same for West Germany? Ultimately, the answer was no. The Dreyfus example has always inflated expectations of what a democratic scandal can achieve. It is the exception, not the rule, and it invariably leads intellectuals to get carried away with a sense of their own importance. The Spiegel affair was actually a much more typical democratic scandal. It recalibrated relations between politicians and the press; it helped to prize one group of politicians from power and opened the door to another; it gripped the country for weeks at a time. But it did not represent the moment of truth for democracy. Such moments remain elusive.

Scandals appear to take you to the heart of democratic politics, but in reality they take place at the surface of political life. We call them crises because of their capacity to consume political energies. “The crisis of the scandal” is akin to “the crisis of the election” Tocqueville described:

The entire nation falls into a feverish state; [the scandal] is the daily text of the public papers, the subject of particular conversations, the goal of all reasoning, the object of all thoughts, the sole interest of the present.

As soon as fortune has pronounced, it is true, this ardour is dissipated, everything becomes calm, and the river, one moment overflowed, returns peacefully to its bed. But should one not be astonished that the storm could have arisen?

Regular scandals are one of the distinctive features of democracy (“affairs, scandals, symbolic conflicts, magnificent crises that inflame the burgher in alternating dances, a new one every year,” as Thomas Mann put it in 1918). Autocratic regimes do not operate like this, because a scandal for an autocracy is a genuine crisis, since it indicates a fundamental loss of control.16 In democracies scandals often arise from politicians’ attempts to exercise the sort of control for which democracy does not allow. That is what generates the passion, the sense that everything is at stake, the feeling that it is indeed a “crisis for the republic” and that the people must take this chance to regain control of their destiny. It does not last. Eventually the passion gets dissipated and democracy muddles on as before.

Scandals do not restore a sense of perspective to democracies, allowing them to see what really matters. They do not wake them up to their true circumstances. Instead, they exemplify the absence of perspective that is characteristic of all democracies. The issues at the heart of the Spiegel affair—the rule of law, national security, freedom of the press—were vital to West German democracy. But in a scandal the big issues get muddled up with the small ones: substance with process, principles with personalities. That is how scandals work and why they tend to achieve only limited change. There are winners and losers in any democratic scandal: reputations are made and reputations are broken; individual careers hang in the balance. But democracy itself is rarely either the winner or the loser. It is the backdrop against which the drama takes place.

The Spiegel affair did mark West Germany’s coming of age as a democracy, but not because it was a transformative moment. Rather, it showed how democracy renews itself without transforming itself. The scandal is all consuming and yet it is also something of a charade. The old man is ushered off the stage. Nobody dies.

THE AFTERMATH

The three democratic crises of late October 1962 operated on very different scales. The missile crisis was so dangerous there is almost nothing to compare it with. It was a success for democracy but it was hardly a teachable moment. You did not have to be of Kennan’s temperament to think it would be tempting fate to try to recreate the conditions under which another such success might be achieved. The most sensible lesson was to try not to come so close again.

The Sino-Indian war was an event on a more familiar scale, seen in the broad sweep of modern history. It was an armed confrontation between a democracy and an autocracy that could have come out of the pages of Tocqueville. Democracy was the short-term loser. But democracy survived its loss. Some pessimists wondered whether the defeat would destroy confidence in Indian democracy, whether, as one commentator put it, “the challenge of China would strengthen the hand of those who have long argued that totalitarian controls are necessary for rapid progress” and that “in losing confidence in Nehru, Indians would lose confidence in themselves.”17 It did not happen. For Indian democracy, 1963 was a difficult year, but it clung on, and Nehru clung on. Of the democratic father figures, he was the only one to die in office, impossible to budge until the bitter end even as his health failed, more like a dynastic ruler than a democratic prime minister. Nehru had hoped he might last long enough to enable power to pass to his daughter, Indira Gandhi. When he finally died in 1964 she turned down the opportunity to succeed him, but she took her chance before long.

Indian democracy was therefore both typical and atypical. The crisis of the war with China emphasized its similarities to other democracies and its differences. The military failure and the scandal of unpreparedness did not entirely break the paternalistic spell. But Indian democracy lost some of its innocence in defeat, and it learned its lesson: the Indian state was never again so militarily unprepared for conflict and never again did it try to bluff. It became, like other modern democracies, more prone to military overkill than to bluster. India has learned to pick the fights it thinks it can win (above all with Pakistan). The result is that there has been no renewal of armed conflict with China since 1962. That crisis was, if not a one-off, then the last in a line. The next war between India and China, if it comes, will be very different. The Soviet-American confrontation of 1962 may provide a closer precedent.

The crisis that operated on the most familiar scale was the Spiegel affair. Scandals matter, though not as much as they appear to matter at the time. Once the dust has settled and the smoke has cleared, the scene doesn’t look so different. But the leading actors find out they are not so indispensable as they once thought. Adenauer was not the only patriarch to discover this. He tried to cling on during 1963, putting barriers in the way of Erhard’s succession, but his authority had been fatally weakened, and in the end he was powerless to resist the clamor for change within his own party. He resigned on October 16 and Erhard took over. A few months earlier Ben-Gurion had quit as prime minister of Israel. His authority had also been undermined by a scandal, the “Lavon affair,” which is often described as “Israel’s Dreyfus affair.” The substance of the scandal concerned a covert Israeli terrorist campaign in Egypt in 1954, which had done serious damage to Israel’s international standing when it was exposed. But over the following decade the affair had devolved into a series of accusations and counteraccusations, inquiries and counterinquiries, into who had known what and when. Lavon, the defense minister, was fingered by Ben-Gurion’s supporters as having authorized the fiasco. Lavon’s supporters claimed he was being framed, and that the old man himself was behind it. Sides were taken, both by politicians and the public, and although Israel’s strict military censorship rules made it difficult to report on the details of the events, the affair galvanized the country’s newspapers to assert themselves. By 1963 Ben-Gurion’s support inside the government had eroded, and on June 16 he quit, apparently sick of all the infighting. He may have hoped that he would get the call back, as he had been called back before, once the country discovered how hard it was to cope without him. If so, he was to be disappointed. The call never came.

On October 18, two days after Adenauer stepped down, another prime minister left office in the aftermath of a scandal. Britain’s “Profumo affair,” with its mix of call girls and Russian spies, state secrets and lies to parliament, is often seen as the template for a modern democratic scandal. Harold Macmillan, the British prime minister, was another old man, though not quite as old as he looked; despite giving ill health as the reason for his departure (as did Ben-Gurion), he had more than twenty years still to live. Macmillan had cultivated a fatherly, or even grandfatherly air in office, and during Kennedy’s presidency he deliberately portrayed himself as the wise old head for the younger man to turn to. During the Cuban Missile Crisis Kennedy had consulted him regularly, and the older man’s calm reassurance had suited the gravity of the occasion. But it had not suited the levity of a sex and spies scandal, when Macmillan’s statesmanlike demeanor was fatally punctured by the sense that he was a relic from another age.

Macmillan schemed from his sickbed to prevent the man expected to succeed him, Rab Butler, from getting the top job. Butler was a pragmatist and a political technician who had held most of the leading cabinet positions, including chancellor of the exchequer; Macmillan thought he was fundamentally weak and unsuited to leadership. Ben-Gurion had also tried to prevent his obvious successor and long-time finance minister, Levi Eshkol, from succeeding him; he thought Eshkol was incapable of making the really tough decisions required of a national leader. This is how Adenauer felt about Erhard as well. One of Nehru’s reasons for clinging on to the bitter end was to prevent his finance minister, Morarji Desai, from replacing him. Prime ministers invariably distrust their finance ministers, whom they suspect of being number crunchers rather than statesmen. They insist that democracy needs something more than bloodless technical expertise at the top.

Just as intellectuals overrate the importance of intellectuals to democratic life, so statesmen overrate the importance of statesmanship. Macmillan and Nehru got their way in the short run, though Desai would eventually become prime minister, as the successor to Indira Gandhi; and Macmillan’s chosen successor, Alec Douglas-Home, would lead his party to election defeat the following year, losing to the political technician Harold Wilson. Adenauer and Ben-Gurion failed in their scheming and had to watch as the man they had tried to block replaced them. In the eyes of the retiring leaders, everything was now out of scale. The fathers of their nations had been undermined by the pettiness of political scandal mongering; they had been succeeded by bean counters; their respective democracies had lost all sense of proportion. Big decisions required big men and big men required something more than mockery and carping from the sidelines.

Hans Morgenthau, the “realist” advocate of educative statesmanship, shared this feeling that the democracies increasingly lacked any sense of perspective. Democratic politics was in danger of becoming a joke. When he traveled to West Germany in 1963, Morgenthau was unnerved by what he saw as the lingering effects of the Spiegel affair. Scandal had not promoted seriousness nor had it created a better-informed public; instead, it had encouraged triviality and contempt. “There is a cynicism about democracy, politicians and the Bonn regime,” Morgenthau wrote, “which expresses itself as thunderous applause whenever a nightclub comic makes a crack about them.”18 The Profumo affair had the same effect in Britain: it created a satire boom. People were taking politics less, not more seriously. The world was still an intensely dangerous place in 1963, and here were the democracies, laughing at themselves. How would they ever learn? Yet mockery and carping are one of the ways that democracies learn to cope with danger. It is how they make molehills out of mountains. These are among the resources that autocracies lack.

Not every democracy followed the same pattern of scandal and renewal. Britain, West Germany, India, and Israel were parliamentary systems, in which prime ministers (or their equivalent) are vulnerable to being unseated from within their own cabinets. Presidents do not face similar threats. France had moved from a parliamentary to a presidential system under de Gaulle precisely to foreclose this sort of ongoing instability within the government. De Gaulle was a statesman with an epic sense of seriousness. He believed in keeping things in proportion: France, as a great nation, needed a great man at the helm. In 1963 he was the only one of the democratic patriarchs left in office, and his position was still secure. American presidents do not have to worry about being usurped by their secretaries of the treasury (none of the seventy-five holders of that office has ever gone on to become president). It does not follow, of course, that American presidents are therefore great statesmen. But they tend not to be bean counters.

Yet in 1963 American democracy was gripped by its own sense of domestic crisis. His success over Cuba had restored the gloss to Kennedy’s presidency, but it had done nothing to overcome the basic difficulty he faced, which was his administration’s inability to get its legislative program past the US Senate. The American constitutional system of checks and balances had produced deadlock, and some commentators were beginning to fear that deadlock might be a permanent feature of American democracy.19 The primary barrier to change lay with the bloc of southern Democratic senators. Many of these senators were very old men who had seemingly been around forever. Despite its youthful president, American democracy was also a gerontocracy. The old men in the Senate were more or less impervious to electoral challenge. What would shift them? Did they have to die first?

It is one of the supreme ironies in the history of American democracy that it did take a death to get things moving again, but it was not the death of an old man, it was the death of a young one. Kennedy’s assassination on November 22, 1963, was the defining event of the age, the one moment everyone remembers, when for an instant the world was frozen in time. The assassination created a pervasive sense of shock, but not one of crisis. The resilience of American democracy, its ability to withstand even the most extreme shocks, was what stood out for many observers, both those close to the event and those far removed from it. Kennedy was succeeded by Lyndon Johnson, who appeared an old man by comparison (though he too was not as old as he looked). Johnson had previously been part of the southern bloc in the Senate, and he understood it inside out. He knew what could be done with it, and what could be done without it. Over the next few years he succeeded not only in pushing through Kennedy’s legislative program but also in going further to create the most radical and far-reaching reform agenda that American democracy had seen since the civil war. It was the old man, not the young man, who ended up as the agent of change.

There was another side to Johnson. During the Cuban Missile Crisis Kennedy had been horrified by the thought of his vice president succeeding him as president, after what he had seen of his behavior during those two harrowing weeks. Johnson had seemed to embody all the crudest elements of democratic public opinion, its belligerence, its intransigence, its lack of foresight. Johnson was a hawk who wanted to tackle the Russian threat head-on. At one meeting of ExComm, the top-level group assembled to advise the president during the crisis, the vice president took advantage of the fact that both Kennedy brothers were out of the room to let the assembled company know what he thought. “All I know is that when I was a boy in Texas, and you were walking down the road, when a rattlesnake reared up ready to strike, the only thing to do was take a stick and chop its head off.” As Johnson’s biographer records, “there was a little chill in the room after that statement.”20 When the president and his closest advisors hatched their final scheme to help Khrushchev find a way out of the crisis, they did not even tell Johnson what they were up to, for fear he wouldn’t understand. The unreasonableness of democratic public opinion was a weapon they felt they could use. But that was because they were reasonable men. Johnson, as the embodiment of unreason in their eyes, would have no idea what they were up to.

The lesson Johnson took from the Cuban Missile Crisis was that democracies should never back down. Containment, as he understood it, meant refusing to shirk any fight. If democratic public opinion wouldn’t stand for it, then he would keep the public in the dark about what was going on. “I am not going to lose Vietnam,” he insisted to members of Kennedy’s foreign affairs team two days after the assassination. “I am not going to be the President who saw South-East Asia go the way China went.”21 He told them to keep the men and money flowing into the conflict but to do it with the minimum of publicity. The man who got American democracy moving again was also the man who got it bogged down in the most disastrous war in its history.

It is asking too much to expect democracies to learn the right lesson from each crisis they survive. Some lessons are learned—India learned from its experiences in 1962—but some are not. What is true is that they survive the crisis and move on, which means they move on to the next one.


CHAPTER 5

1974

Crisis of Confidence

THE CRISIS

BY THE MID-1970S THE PROBLEMS FOR DEMOCRACY were mounting up: there was trouble from rising prices, from diminishing energy supplies, from stagnant growth, from endless scandals; the problems were felt in the United States, Latin America, in Europe, the Middle East, the Far East; nowhere was immune. A perfect storm appeared to be brewing, which was all the more alarming because no one could be sure when or where it would break. Multiple crises demanded attention, but they also fractured attention, making it hard to fix on a decisive course of action. The year 1974 began with a sense of foreboding, and it closed with a growing feeling of despair.

On March 2 James Reston of the New York Times published a widely syndicated column that was headlined “The Crisis of Democracy.” Reston, who had supplanted Walter Lippmann as American journalism’s number one confidant of presidents and prime ministers, was in London to report on the aftermath of the British general election, which had taken place three days earlier. Prime Minister Edward Heath had called the election in an attempt to break the deadlock in his debilitating struggle with the National Union of Mineworkers. The ruling Conservative Party campaigned under the portentous slogan “Who Governs Britain?” Was it popularly elected governments or was it sectional and unaccountable unions? The answer the voters returned was not the one Heath had been hoping for. His party won the popular vote by a small margin but lost seats to the Labour opposition. On March 3, Heath tried and failed to form a coalition government. The following day he resigned, allowing Harold Wilson to return at the head of a minority administration.

The British election of February 1974 was not an obvious calamity. The campaign had been strident, ugly, and inconclusive, played out against a backdrop of increasing economic hardship, but the result did not indicate a country on the verge of falling apart. Instead, it signaled a country that was deeply unsure what to do next. This gave Reston his cue. The crisis of democracy he diagnosed was not one marked by immediate and pressing danger but by a pervasive sense of drift. The Western democracies lacked conviction. “The world,” Reston wrote, “is now being run by Communist governments that rule by fear and force and by non-Communist governments that do not have the confidence of their peoples.” What was happening in Britain was symptomatic of a wider malaise: things were bad, but not so bad as to force the politicians to get a grip on them.

In place of “the men of eloquent idealism,” Reston said, the democracies were being ruled by “political technicians,” who met each challenge with compromise and fudge. The democracies were on an unsustainable path, pandering to the whims of their electorates while failing to address the long-term challenges posed by “stagflation” (rising prices with minimal growth) and an insecure energy supply. The situation, in Reston’s words, was “awkward, disturbing, alarming even, but not ‘disastrous.’” As a result, “Mr. Heath and Mr. Wilson stick with the paradox that the country is in grave danger but not so grave as to require their combining to save it. So they will muddle along repeatedly.” This couldn’t carry on indefinitely: perpetual muddle would catch up with democracy in the end. “The political ‘decline of the West,’” Reston concluded, “is no longer a subject for theoretical debate but an ominous reality.”

In Britain the muddle continued throughout 1974. The new Wilson government did not last. Amid worsening economic conditions, a second election was called in October. This one was barely more conclusive than its predecessor, and Wilson was forced to stumble on with a tiny majority in parliament. In the meantime, democracies around the world were following a similar pattern. Governments fell, to be replaced by new ones with no more apparent power or sense of purpose. Often what brought them down was scandal, which undid elected leaders in Germany, Japan, Israel, Italy, and America. Watergate, the biggest scandal of them all, consumed vast political energies in the United States, at a time when economic and geopolitical tensions seemed to be reaching a peak. American democracy, struggling to come to terms with its failure in Vietnam, was now turning in on itself. It added to the feeling that Western democracy was rudderless.

In its end of year review, the Economist described 1974 as a “memorably awful year.” It had been marked, the newspaper said, by “the politics of putting-off-the-evil-day.”1 Fundamental problems remained unaddressed while passing concerns were allowed to become all-consuming. The Economist retained its habitual confidence that democracy would pull through. But lurking in the background were serious threats. Beneath the distractions of democratic life were rumblings of something much nastier. It had become a truism of political debate in many western countries that no democracy could survive a sustained bout of high inflation: the social dislocation would be too great and autocratic measures would be required to keep the peace. The cut-off point for a democratically unsustainable inflation rate was usually put at around 20 percent. By the end of 1974 the rate in Britain had reached 19 percent and was still rising; in Italy, Israel, and Japan it was even higher. The baleful example of Latin America was often invoked.

The previous year in Chile, the elected socialist government of Salvador Allende had been overthrown in a military coup, and in 1974 General Augusto Pinochet had himself declared the country’s head of state. Argentina saw the return of the faded music-hall autocrat Juan Perón, who died in July to be succeeded by his third wife. At the same time, leftist terrorism was on the rise, not just in Latin America, but also in Europe, where the Red Army Brigades in Italy and the Red Army Faction in West Germany were responsible for regular acts of violence. In Northern Ireland, the British state was struggling to keep a lid on sectarian conflict, which had spilled over into terrorist outrages on the mainland. Soldiers were regularly to be seen on the streets of many Western European capitals. In 1974, amid dark warnings about the need for emergency measures, the fabric of democracy looked frayed. What would happen if it ripped?

Yet the political conditions of 1974 did not simply represent a crisis for democracy. It was a bad year all round: this was a genuinely global crisis. Inflation, economic uncertainty, political unrest were problems for every type of regime (with the possible exception of the oil-rich autocracies of the Middle East). It looked worse for democracy because the dislocations of democratic life were written on the surface: the scandals were more visible, the acts of violence more widely reported, the sense of impending upheaval more keenly felt. This surface activity, as well as being a distraction from more serious concerns was an outlet for discontent. Autocratic regimes did not have a similar outlet. Dissatisfaction with the regime had to be buried if it was not to prove overwhelming. In 1974 the stronger autocratic regimes, particularly in Eastern Europe, suppressed the conditions of the crisis, with disastrous long-term results. Other, weaker autocracies, particularly in southern Europe, succumbed to them.

In retrospect, 1974 was a good bad year for democracy. The bad things that happened were often in lieu of something worse. It was the nondemocratic states that could not face up to bad things happening that suffered the most serious consequences. Very few people living in the democracies saw this at the time. Most, like Reston, felt that democracy would be the loser in the long run if it could not get its act together. But the crisis of 1974 did not herald the decline of the West. If anything, it helped to put off the evil day.

This chapter is about the crisis-that-wasn’t for Western democracy. The perfect storm never broke, and democracy survived. How it survived is instructive: the feeling of impending disaster proved an asset, because it enabled the democracies to let off steam. Nonetheless, it meant they did not really know what they were doing. A sense of distraction, not of determination, is what saved democracy in the 1970s.

WAR AND DÉTENTE

In 1972, on the twenty-fifth anniversary of Lippmann’s inauguration of the Cold War, his original book of that title was republished in the United States, alongside the essay by Kennan that had provoked it. The editor of the new volume suggested that these works were worth rereading because, in his words, “the Cold War is dead and the autopsies have begun.”2 The war had not resulted in victory for either side. Instead there had been a tailing off, as confrontation came to be replaced by accommodation, and superpower tension gave way to détente. The two sides were now looking for ways to coexist. It was clear from which side the impetus to wind things down had come: the democracies had wearied first. They no longer had the stomach for the fight. It had been too drawn out, too costly, and too frustrating. Once Kennan’s ten- to fifteen-year timescale had been stretched out to a quarter of a century, containment proved unsustainable. This explained the need for a new edition of Lippmann’s book: his argument with Kennan from 1947 was worth rereading a generation later because of the ways in which Lippmann had turned out to be right.

The step too far for American democracy was the Vietnam War. Lippmann believed the conflict confirmed all his worst fears about the ongoing attempt to defend the indefensible around the globe. The project was unsustainable because it was uncontrollable: “threats to democracy” were a fire that would never get put out. Lippmann criticized Johnson’s pursuit of victory in this crusade in just the terms he had criticized Truman, the man who initiated it: “The fact is that his war aims are unlimited: they pursue the pacification of all Asia. For such unlimited ends it is not possible to win a war with limited means. Because our ends are limitless, we are sure to be ‘defeated.’”3 The limits to the resources of American democracy were moral as much as material; Americans could not endure the brutal methods and careless disregard for human suffering (both their own and that of their enemies) the conflict entailed. They were too impatient for good news and too squeamish for bad, particularly since in a democracy journalists will compete with each other to let the public know the worst of what is happening.

If the war was a “defeat,” was it also a learning experience? After all, it had not been a defeat in the absolute sense (hence Lippmann’s scare quotes); for all the damage to its prestige, America remained the richest and most powerful nation on earth. Instead, this had been a defeat for illusions, which is one of the preconditions of self-knowledge. Raymond Aron, the European intellectual who remained closest to Lippmann and the American realists, saw hopeful signs. Writing in 1974, he declared containment a failed experiment but one from which it was possible to learn. Echoing Lippmann, he argued that “imperial logic makes ubiquity imperative and cannot tolerate defeat.” It is the states that cannot tolerate defeat that are unable avoid it. However, “after twenty-five years, containment has not led to the victory of one side or the other but to accommodation. . . . Failure becomes success because it induces withdrawal, teaches moderation and prepares the way for an equilibrium between states.”4 Western democracy in general, and American democracy in particular, was coming to understand its own limits.

Some of the other realists were not so sure. They saw in the debacle of Vietnam evidence that democracy was reaching the end of the road. Public opinion could not stomach war but lacked the wit for intelligent compromise. It made impossible demands of politicians, which encouraged the politicians to ignore the public. This is how democracies fall apart. Louis Halle, the man who had previously warned that democracies cannot play chess, contrasted the situation barely a decade on from what had happened at the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis. Then the irrational intransigence of democratic opinion had induced a Russian retreat, because the Russians had “accepted the consequent humiliation, as perhaps the government of the United States could not have.”5 Now it was the Americans who did not know how to retreat from a war they could not win. They were being humiliated, yet they could not even discuss their options intelligibly. Halle invoked Tocqueville, who had been “the first to observe that authoritarian government is better able than that of a liberal democracy to keep the conduct of its foreign relations, however cynical, under control.”6 He went even further back. The liberal societies of the West were approaching a “termination” that has awaited every democracy, from ancient Athens on. The toxic combination of imprudence overseas and disorder at home led democracies into a condition of “moral and political bankruptcy.” Once this state has been reached, “an authoritarian receivership is the only workable alternative.”7

Lippmann was equally gloomy, though more detached. Now eighty-four, and very near the end of his life, he gave an interview in April 1973 in which he declared Western democracy “a doubtful experiment.” Modern states had reached a size and scale that rendered democracy “increasingly unworkable.”8 It was simply too cumbersome to know how to rescue itself from difficulties of its own making. The original realist Hans Morgenthau identified an element of tragedy in the situation. Like Aron, he wanted democracies to learn from their failings and reconstruct themselves on more realistic lines. But the timing was never right. Democracies that see the need for restraint are usually past the point where they know how to exercise it. This is the tragedy: “When [a democratic society] could still be saved by democratic measures of reconstruction there appears to be no need for them, and when the need has become obvious it is too late for them.”9 The space for democracies to learn from their mistakes was vanishingly small. When the mistakes are bad enough to learn from, they tend to be too bad to recover from.

This view was shared by the most important public policy intellectual of the era, Henry Kissinger. A man of formidable intellectual self-confidence and political ruthlessness, Kissinger came to dominate foreign policy during the Nixon administration. He saw his role as to recalibrate the projection of American power on more realistic lines. Gone would be the all-or-nothing defense of democracy, to be replaced by a flexible strategy of adapting to what was possible. Kissinger did not want to amalgamate either the friends or the enemies of democracy into fixed entities; he wanted to play them off against each other. As one commentator has written, he was not so much a realist as an “opportunist.” He believed in exploiting situations; he sought, in his own words, “to rescue an element of choice from the pressure of circumstance.”10

Kissinger also liked to quote Tocqueville on the pathologies of public opinion in the conduct of foreign affairs. Democracies, he felt, were always doing too much or too little. It took a statesman to get it just right. Nor did he believe that democracies were suited to learning from their mistakes; whenever a democracy tried to confront its failings it threatened to implode. Democracies do not go from overconfidence to a sensible or reasonable level of confidence in what they can achieve. They lurch from overconfidence to a crisis of confidence. There is no stable equilibrium between these two states, just an endless back and forth. Later, Kissinger reflected on what he thought the Vietnam experience said about American democracy. “Surely no other society would have had comparable confidence in its ultimate robustness to thus rip itself apart, certain that it would put itself back together. No other people would have been so cavalier about risking breakdown in order to spark renewal.”11 There was something admirable about this but also something deeply disturbing. Americans were reckless even in the ways they tried to correct for their own recklessness.

If the lesson of Vietnam was that American democracy needed to be more measured in the conduct of its foreign policy, Kissinger did not think it was a lesson American democracy was capable of drawing for itself. Then there was another problem. A democracy that wanted to cut loose from its past failings could not admit what it was up to. It had to suck up its mistakes so as not to look vulnerable. Kissinger was convinced that America could only be rescued from the mess of the Vietnam War by refusing to acknowledge defeat. The country needed to continue to project strength as it sought a way out. An admission of weakness would simply embolden its enemies and allow them to exploit the fragile state of domestic opinion. They would demand ever-greater concessions, sowing ever-greater discord. Kissinger thought the way to protect American democracy from its inability to fight this war was to behave as though it hadn’t been fighting hard enough. It was a confidence trick.

The result was that he and Nixon pursued a self-rescue project for American democracy that was secretive, deceptive, and ultimately corrupt. They sought to end the Vietnam War by escalating it, extending the conflict into Cambodia and greatly expanding the scope of American bombing. These decisions were made with minimal consultation inside the administration and almost no public discussion outside it. Against this backdrop of apparent intransigence, Kissinger pursued secret negotiations with the Vietnamese with a view to securing a workable peace. He wanted to present this peace to the American public as a fait accompli, something in which they could acquiesce because they had not been involved in the messy details. What he gave them in the end was a peace that looked like a defeat, secured by means they had not sanctioned. In 1974 the last American combat troops were home from Vietnam, leaving the country to its fate. Within a year the communists had taken over. In Cambodia a brutal war turned into something far worse under the Khmer Rouge. American democracy was deeply scarred by the conflict. But it was not obviously the wiser for the experience. Failure in this case did not lead to self-knowledge. It led to bitterness, confusion, and a desire to forget.

The Nixon administration had hoped to treat the conclusion of the war as a piece in a bigger puzzle that might unlock a series of concessions and reconfigurations across the communist world. Nixon’s trip to China in 1972 was the most visible part of this strategy, and it certainly unnerved the Russians. Kissinger had not given up on the ultimate goal of containment, which was to play the Soviets at their own game, only play it better. Nor did he disagree with Kennan’s original view that this was best done by being shrewder, rather than simply tougher, than they. Where he disagreed with Kennan was in the idea that this project could form part of a democratic education. Democracies could not cope with the moral compromises involved in trying to outsmart the Russians. They would, in Kissinger’s terms, be too “unsettled” by it. If you wanted to keep democratic public opinion inside the loop, you had to make things simple enough for the public to understand. Kissinger wanted something more complicated, which is why the public had to be kept outside the loop. If you were successful, then you could feed the good news back in palatable chunks. And if you weren’t successful, then nobody needed to know.

Kissinger was playing a double game, but it was not the only double game in town. The West German chancellor, Willy Brandt, who came to power in 1969, had been pursuing his own strategy of détente known as Ostpolitik, which sought to work with and through the idea of a divided Germany. Brandt initiated the official recognition of East Germany as a separate political entity, and from there he opened up a series of dialogues with Moscow about the future shape of Europe. As Aron had noted at the outset of the Cold War, the refusal of the founders of West Germany to recognize the partition of their country was a means of enshrining it in practice. Nonengagement was a form of acquiescence. Now Brandt was trying the opposite approach. By acknowledging the status quo, and the historical circumstances that had produced it, he hoped to move things on. He wanted to use the flexibility of the Western democracies to prevent the Eastern bloc from becoming completely set in its ways. Engagement required communist leaders to make some real choices, which would ultimately make it much harder for them to hold the line. Ideologies do not crumble when faced with intransigence; they crumble when faced with a world of myriad possibilities. This was not containment as it had come to be understood—the Nixon administration was initially appalled by Brandt’s proposals—but it was consistent with Kennan’s original idea: the way to get the Soviet system to unwind was to compel it to confront the world on terms other than its own. Making friendly overtures was one way to do this.

For a while, Ostpolitik looked like a success story. Moscow played along and so did Washington, once Kissinger saw that Brandt’s search for common ground could help to box in the Soviets. East-West tensions declined and a new era of tentative coexistence looked to have begun. Berlin ceased to be a global hotspot and trade links opened between the two halves of Europe. Brandt became hugely popular, both outside Germany, where he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1971, and inside, where he won a decisive reelection victory in 1972. Yet by the following year Brandt was thoroughly disillusioned. A naturally gloomy man, prone to bouts of depression that his heavy drinking and womanizing did nothing to assuage (they most likely contributed), he found that a long-term strategy of constructive engagement could not survive the temperamental skittishness of democratic life.

His personal popularity slumped during 1973 in the face of a series of domestic scandals and a growing sense of economic crisis, fueled by rising inflation. In June of that year 76 percent of Germans had said they approved of Brandt’s policies; by December the number had more than halved. Late in the year Brandt gave a notorious interview in which he intimated that European democracy might only have twenty or thirty more years of life left to it, before it “disappeared under the surrounding sea of dictatorship.”12 If it lacked the resolve and moral courage to hold itself together during the difficult times, then its long-term advantages were moot. Brandt suspected that the changeability of the democracies would destroy them sooner than it would save them. Before Ostpolitik could work its magic, the West would have thrown in the towel.

Kissinger, a more unpleasant and more robust man, never succumbed to this sort of pessimism. He always believed that the West could adapt and pull through. But that was, first, because he never had much faith in democracy anyway, and, second, because he never had to stand for election. Brandt was suffering from the disillusionment of the popularly elected politician who discovers that popularity is evanescent in a democracy. It is an occupational hazard. Kissinger was never popular, so he was never disillusioned. When he won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1973, an award he accepted “in all due humility,” it already looked like a joke. By 1974, Brandt’s world was unraveling. Kissinger’s was turning the way it always did, from crisis to crisis, and opportunity to opportunity.

OIL AND INFLATION

If American democracy lacked the resolve to fight the Vietnam War, it also lacked the resolve to pay for it. The United States did not lack the material resources to finance a conflict on this scale, costly as it was. The Vietnam War, at its peak, cost a little over 2 percent of the annual GDP (though defense spending in total reached nearly 10 percent), around half the comparable cost of the Korean War and less than a tenth of the cost of the Second World War.13 America could afford it. But America did not want to pay the price of affording it. This was not an absolute judgment any more than Vietnam was an absolute defeat. It was a relative one. Financing the war went alongside a raft of other commitments and objectives. Some of these related to the ongoing program of social reform initiated by the Johnson administration and largely continued under Nixon, which was proving very expensive. Others concerned the need to preserve the dollar as a global reserve currency under the terms of the Bretton Woods system. This meant maintaining the value of the dollar against gold. High public spending on war and social security made this increasingly difficult: rising inflation threatened a loss of confidence in the entire system. This challenge could be met in one of two ways. Either the American government could embark on a program of austerity and cutbacks to satisfy its growing number of international creditors, or it could cut the dollar loose from gold. Nixon chose the latter.

The so-called Nixon shock of August 15, 1971, involved a series of measures designed to free the United States from the constraints of Bretton Woods without signaling a complete abdication of monetary and fiscal discipline. Nixon broke the link between the dollar and gold, allowing the currency to be devalued, but he also imposed wage and price controls by presidential fiat and insisted on budget cuts. These executive decisions looked like a relapse into mild autocracy. But Nixon told the American public he was effectively putting his trust in American democracy, by freeing it from the need to satisfy the arbitrary demands of the money markets under the terms of Bretton Woods. Now the American people would have to prove their resolve to themselves. “A nation,” he exhorted them in a televised address on the evening he announced his decision, “has to have a certain inner drive in order to succeed.” Every action he had taken was designed “to help us snap out of the self-doubt, the self-disparagement that saps our energy and erodes our confidence in ourselves.” He went on:

Whether this Nation stays number one in the world’s economy or resigns itself to second, third, or fourth place; whether we as a people have faith in ourselves, or lose that faith; whether we hold fast to the strength that makes peace and freedom possible in this world, or lose our grip—all that depends on you, on your competitive spirit, your sense of personal destiny, your pride in your country and in yourself.14

At the same time, he was effectively sending out a message to all the other democracies whose currencies had been tied to the dollar, and whose politicians had sometimes complained bitterly about their dependence on decisions taken in Washington: Now is the time for hard choices. You too have a chance to set your own course, if you are willing to bear the unpleasant consequences. It is up to you.

This was a shocking development because it appeared to replace the solidarity of the Bretton Woods system with a competitive order in which individual democracies would stand or fall by their own devices. What guarantees were there that enhanced freedom of action would promote self-discipline instead of ever-greater ill discipline? What guarantees were there that the United States would maintain its role as the linchpin of military order around the globe if it had abandoned its role as linchpin of financial order? The answer is that there were no guarantees: it was, as Nixon implied, a leap of faith.

The shock was then compounded two years later by another one. In October 1973 the Yom Kippur War between Israel and the Arab states threw the world off balance. The Israelis were caught by surprise, having failed to anticipate an attack by Egyptian and Syrian forces. For a long time Israel had been the one democracy whose inner resolve was seemingly impossible to doubt. The 1967 Arab-Israeli War, in which Israel had routed her enemies, had shown that a democracy could be as disciplined, ruthless, and militarily decisive as any autocracy. But like any successful democracy, Israel was also prone to bouts of complacency. By the early 1970s dynamic Israel seemed increasingly to be living on past glories, confident it could withstand any challenge. The country had begun to believe its own publicity, which meant the initial reverses it suffered in the Yom Kippur War came as a rude shock. The regime soon snapped out of its torpor and fought back, preventing a disaster and ultimately advancing into enemy territory. Kissinger helped to broker a ceasefire and to defuse Soviet-American tensions over the conflict. Détente, which came close to being derailed, survived intact. Nonetheless, the conflict shook all the participants: it did little to enhance anyone’s sense of security.

The real shock came when the Arab states, acting through the oil-producers cartel OPEC, imposed a series of embargoes and price hikes that had the effect of quadrupling the cost of oil by the start of 1974. This was in part retaliation against the United States and her allies for arming and supporting Israel during the war. It was also a response to Nixon’s devaluation of the dollar, which, since oil was priced in dollars on the international markets, had lowered the value of oil as well. The result of OPEC’s decision was an economic contraction experienced around the world. Fuel consumption fell in all developed nations, particularly the United States, where it was down 20 percent by early 1974. Global trade declined and a recession spread across most western countries, bringing rising unemployment, plummeting stock markets, and the ever-present threat of inflation.

These two shocks—the Nixon shock and the oil shock—combined to revive some familiar fears about democracy. Together they offered an apparent contrast between democratic divisions and autocratic solidarity. In dismantling the Bretton Woods system, the Americans had gone their own way, preaching competitiveness and self-reliance (as Nixon saw it), or selfishness and short-termism (in the view of many of America’s allies). The oil-producing states had come together in retaliation. The members of OPEC, led by Saudi Arabia and Iran, were all autocracies, many of them highly authoritarian ones. They had done something the democracies seemed incapable of in a crisis: they had agreed on a joint course of action and then stuck to it. These regimes did not have to worry about elections and fickle public opinion and constitutional proprieties; they could reach price-fixing agreements at the top that would hold all the way down. The democracies looked fissile and vulnerable by comparison. Both sides were aware of it. In an exchange in late 1973 with the Italian interviewer Oriana Fallaci, the Shah of Iran gave this response to the suggestion that his country would need to democratize to become more like the West: “But I don’t want that kind of democracy! Haven’t you understood that! I don’t want any part of it. It’s all yours, you can keep it, don’t you see? Your wonderful democracy. You’ll see, in a few years, what your wonderful democracy leads to.”15

Nixon tried to address the growing sense of democratic vulnerability by advocating the need for national self-sufficiency in energy. On November 25, 1973, he made another televised address in which he picked up on the theme of his early declaration of faith in American self-reliance. Now that would have to extend to the energy supply. “America has made great sacrifices of blood and treasure to achieve and maintain its independence,” he declared. “In the last third of this century, our independence will depend on maintaining and achieving self-sufficiency in energy.”16 No democracy could afford to be at the mercy of oil-rich autocrats. To wean itself off Arab oil a democracy could not simply rely on its aptitude for innovation. It would also have to display a capacity for restraint, discipline, and coordinated action. Yet these were precisely the qualities that democracies appeared to lack. Was national self-sufficiency in energy anything more than a pipe dream? Nixon made a start by reducing the national speed limit to 55 mph. It looked like a drop in the ocean.

Oil dependency was a long-term concern. By 1974 it had given way to a more immediate anxiety. How would the democracies wean themselves off their fatal propensity for inflation? The two shocks had combined to stoke the fear of inflation across the Western world. Nixon’s break with gold seemed to fit the classic democratic tendency to take the path of least resistance: faced with domestic pressure to abandon a fixed monetary standard, a politician with an eye on the next election had buckled. The dramatic rise in oil prices showed how exposed the democracies were to external shocks: their appetite for consumption left them at the mercy of sudden breaks in supply. These were the two sides of democratic ill discipline. Short-term pressures on wages, a commitment to full employment, and the seeming intolerance of the voters for cuts to social security programs were making it hard for governments to maintain fiscal standards; meanwhile, the relentless demands of consumer societies and their continuing expectation of rising standards of living were making it hard to escape a reliance on potentially scarce natural resources. Could any democratic politician be expected to point out the limits of growth and to dampen expectations of continued expansion in living standards? Democracies need to believe in a better future in order to function; politicians need to champion a better future in order to get elected. Yet the promise of continued progress was making the present impossible to manage. With prices on an apparently inexorable upward path in 1974, the fear was that if democratic politicians did not get a grip, someone or something else would do it for them.

This is how the London Times summed up the domestic situation in June:

The truth is that, if the full employment commitment is not voluntarily modified under democratic processes, it will be much more savagely breached by the sheer forces of hyperinflation, with much graver social and political consequences. If democrats do not do the job events will do it and will do it with much less concern for tempering the distress which will be caused . . .

It will be said that such a programme is quite outside the tolerances of our political system. If that is so—and it has certainly been assumed to be so ever since the war—then there appears to be no way a democratic government can prevent inflation accelerating to the point at which it would threaten democracy itself. Is there really no political leader who prefers to risk personal repudiation for outraging conventional notions of political possibility to seeing his country and his countrymen go down passively and helplessly in the face of forces which with sufficient courage may yet be overcome?17

Panic! Don’t panic! seemed to be the message. The inflationary “crisis” of 1974 was threatening to become self-fulfilling. Newspapers and politicians regularly invoked the idea that continuing inflation would produce intolerable levels of social and political tension. The US treasury secretary, William Simon, told the German newspaper Die Zeit in October that “history is covered with the rubble of political systems that have failed from inflation,” as if a German audience needed reminding.18 The problem was that the symptoms of political instability were so hard to distinguish from the cause. Standing up to excessive wage demands seemed like an essential precondition of keeping prices under control. Yet democratic politicians who did this threatened to raise social tensions at a time when democracy itself was said to be under threat. They were caught in a bind. Fear of provoking instability led to concessions and temporizing measures, which fueled the inflation that was said to be the cause of instability. Refusing to make concessions looked high-handed and autocratic. Where was the room to stand up to the short-termism of popular politics without trampling democracy underfoot? Increasing numbers of commentators were beginning to fear it did not exist.

Tocqueville had hoped that occasional shocks would be good for democracies, by giving them a sense of responsibility for their own fate. The shocks of the early 1970s had not had that effect. They had created a pervasive sense of powerlessness and a creeping despondency. The call continued to go out for politicians of courage and vision to stand outside the limitations of the system and save it from itself. But where were these politicians? And how were they to be distinguished from the politicians who had come to destroy it?

REGIME CHANGE

Through 1974 the most visible sign of political instability was the difficulty governments had in holding on to office. Many saw inflation as the root cause. Milton Friedman, by now one of the leading lights in the Mont Pelerin Society, put it bluntly: “Inflation surely helped to make Mr Edward Heath Prime Minister in 1970 and, even more surely, ex-Prime Minister in 1974 . . . President Allende of Chile lost his life at least partly because of inflation. Throughout the world, inflation is a major source of political unrest.”19 However, despite Friedman’s attempt to link them, there was a big difference between these two cases. It was not simply that one man lost his job while another lost his life. Heath’s ups and downs represented routine change within a democratic system. Allende’s demise represented change from a democratic system to something else entirely: military rule.

In this difference there was a warning and also a temptation. The back and forth between Heath and Wilson appeared to typify the inability of a democracy to make adjustments commensurate with the scale of the problem: as the ship went down, the voters simply rearranged the deck chairs. Regime change in Chile at least reflected the seriousness of the situation. The transition was violent and unpleasant. It was not for the squeamish (Kissinger, who was anything but squeamish, had no problem with it). But for anyone willing either to stomach or to turn a blind eye to the brutality on the ground, regime change could be presented as an opportunity for a fresh start. The problems of the Chilean economy far exceeded those in Europe (inflation in 1974 was running at close to 1,000 percent). Rearranging the deck chairs wouldn’t do. When Pinochet began a series of radical free market reforms in 1974, largely inspired by a group of Chilean economists who had studied under Friedman in Chicago, it was tempting to think a clean break with the past might be the price to be paid for avoiding an even more unpleasant future.

To his credit, Friedman resisted that temptation. He never claimed that a Pinochet-style strongman was a price worth paying for anything (as opposed to the view, which he certainly endorsed and exported through his students, that if a strongman takes over anyway, you should encourage him to embrace the discipline of the market). Hayek was much more equivocal. He became something of an apologist for the new regime, arguing that it was better to have a dictator who preserved the rule of law than a democracy that ignored it. By the rule of law, Hayek meant above all the preservation of private property against the depredations of inflation. He viewed the socialist reforms of the Allende years as a way station on the road to serfdom. A dictatorial interlude offered a chance to get the country back on a path where democratic freedom was at least a future possibility.

In his own mind, Hayek had not given up on democracy. This was a point he often made during the 1970s, when he claimed he was one of the few intellectuals who still believed in it. He continued to argue that the only way for democracy to save itself was for it to learn to exercise self-control. When he won the Nobel Prize in Economics in 1974, Hayek said in his acceptance speech that it was time for economists to show “humility” about what they could achieve. They had overestimated their powers and ended up making a mess of things (particularly the control of inflation). The same lesson applied to democracies. They had to acknowledge all the things they could not do or they would destroy themselves. There was no middle ground between restraint and failure. That was the attraction of what was happening in Chile. It put the choice in stark terms: either an impossible democracy or an autocracy with the possibility of a democratic future. Hayek’s intolerance for democratic muddle enticed him to plump for the latter.

Hayek was not the only leading member of the Mont Pelerin Society to think that some stark choices had to be faced. The American economist James Buchanan (like Friedman a future winner of the Nobel Prize) completed a book in 1974 called The Limits of Liberty, which described Western democracy as precariously poised between what he called “anarchy and the Leviathan [the all-powerful state].” Buchanan believed there still existed some middle ground between these two conditions, but it was narrow and getting narrower all the time. A decade earlier, along with Gordon Tullock, he had published a groundbreaking book called The Calculus of Consent (1962), which had used rational choice theory to make the case for democratic restraint. The authors believed it was possible to demonstrate from a democratic perspective that democracies need to curb majority rule if they are to function successfully. All it took was for people to think rationally. Now Buchanan felt he had taken too much for granted. He was no longer confident that rationality could get itself heard above the noise of democratic life, with all its bleating and hysterical self-assertion.

Buchanan felt he was living through an “era of intellectual bankruptcy,” which is why it was time for some fresh thinking. Democratic states were out of control, spending more than they could afford, fostering inflation, pandering to interest groups, expanding their bureaucracies, and indulging the whims of the voters, who were rarely confronted with any hard truths. The only thing that could preserve democracy was recognition of the need for constitutionally imposed limits on public spending. Since this was democracy, the constitutional limits would have to be agreed on by the people. Like Friedman, Buchanan had no appetite for a dictator. The future of democracy depended on whether the voters could actually find it in themselves to tell their governments to stop. Buchanan wrote: “Can modern man in Western democratic society invent or capture sufficient control over his own destiny so as to impose constraints on his own government, constraints that will prevent its transformation into the genuine Hobbesian sovereign?”20 The answer, probably, was no. But that, for Buchanan, was the only question.

Hayek and Buchanan, in their different ways, wanted to get beneath the surface and behind the noise of democratic life to uncover what they saw as the fundamental choice between restraint and excess. Yet during 1974, the fight against political excess was taking place at the surface. The loudest noise was the deafening screech of scandal. Watergate, which had been rumbling on for nearly two years, reached its crescendo in 1974, culminating in criminal convictions, impeachment, and ultimately, in August, the resignation of the president. Many saw Watergate as a tragedy. Kissinger viewed Nixon’s demise as a miserable waste of the talents of a good man who had been brought down by his private demons. He also saw it as a dreadful waste of the opportunities his own geopolitical scheming had opened up. These opportunities needed a president of secure personal authority to exploit them, and by 1974 Nixon’s authority was shot. For others, though, Watergate was entirely in keeping with the secrecy and lies of the Nixon-Kissinger years. An administration that mistrusted democracy had inevitably begun to abuse it. Now democracy was fighting back.

Watergate was in some ways a “pure” scandal. In the words of one commentator, “that is why [it] is more disturbing and dangerous. No sex. No dollars. Just power. It does not strike at oil leases; it strikes at democracy.”21 Inevitably, as with any scandal, it provoked talk of crisis. The revelations of presidential duplicity and paranoia seemed to be stripping democracy bare, exposing something rotten underneath. There were, as with any scandal, hopes expressed that exposure might prove cathartic, and that American democracy would seize the opportunity to refashion itself on more truthful lines. Those hopes were effectively dashed when President Gerald Ford pardoned his predecessor within a month of assuming office and encouraged the country to move on. American democracy had been distracted by Watergate, entertained by it, and also, at times, outraged by it. But it had not been purged.

Watergate was not the only scandal to grip the democracies in 1974. In May, Brandt resigned as West German chancellor in the wake of the Guillaume affair, when it was revealed that one of his closest personal assistants had been working as an East German spy. A month earlier, Golda Meir, the Israeli prime minister, had stepped down, following the steady drip-drip of accusation and counteraccusation that had plagued her government concerning the country’s unpreparedness for the Yom Kippur War. In November the Italian prime minister, Mariano Rumor, left office, dogged by accusations of bribery and corruption. In December scandal brought down the Japanese prime minister, Kakuei Tanaka, who had been charged with nefarious business practices and quit rather than expose his lover to public humiliation. This one was all about sex and money: stuffed envelopes and geisha girls.

These scandals were inevitably very different in their national circumstances and impact. In Italy, a democracy almost inured to corruption, there was talk of scandal fatigue. Italians were so familiar with the foibles of their leaders that they appeared, in the words of one observer, to have reached a state of “cynical ungovernability.”22 Italian democracy was regarded, as it has been for much of history, as the stalking horse for Western European democracy: if the game was up, this is where the news would arrive first. In Japan the public was also quite used to the idea of political corruption. The shock came with the unfamiliarity of exposure; a society that was built on the maintenance of outward propriety found the revelations of prime ministerial misbehavior both titillating and disturbing. There was much talk of the need to restore standards to Japanese public life, if only to prevent its young democracy from going the way of Italy. But there was also a feeling that by facing up to the failings of its leaders, Japanese democracy had finally come of age. This was an illusion. Democracies do not grow up through scandals. An appetite for exposure and confrontation is a sign that a democracy has reached that condition of adolescent churlishness that is characteristic of all long-standing democracies.

In West Germany Brandt’s fall provoked a fresh round of soul-searching. Was he the villain or the victim? Did a failure of judgment in his personal relationships invalidate his political judgment about the future relationship between the two Germanys? Brandt’s demise, when it came, was swift: he was gone within two weeks of Guillaume’s being arrested as a spy. Had it been too swift? One of the features of parliamentary systems like West Germany, Israel, Italy, and Japan is that scandals, when they acquire sufficient momentum, tend to rip apart a government quite quickly; parliamentary leaders, once their authority is sufficiently weakened, can be summarily dispatched. By contrast, part of the agony of Watergate was that it took so long. Presidents are very hard to budge. “With a parliamentary system like Canada’s,” one commentator wrote in the month before Nixon finally resigned, “the United States could have dealt with Watergate two months after it was discovered. With our rigid government we have instead reached a point of public helplessness that is demeaning to a great nation. Demeaning and dangerous.” Other comparisons were even less flattering. “No other country on earth, save a dictatorship, could permit this discredited man to stay in office until now.”23

Too hasty or too slow: that was still the problem with democracy. As always, the difficulty was achieving a sense of proportion. In the United States Nixon’s clinging to power seemed to be a barrier preventing anyone else from getting a grip. But the rapid shuffling of leaders elsewhere seemed no better. Who would have time to get a grip if no one was able to stick around long enough to make a difference? Some of Brandt’s advisers did what they could to persuade him to stay on, arguing that a democracy could not afford to toss over an experienced leader on a whim, simply because of some personal indiscretion. What mattered were the long-term challenges facing the country as a whole. Later on Brandt felt he had been hurried out of power.24 But at the time he decided that resistance was futile. In a democracy leaders don’t get to decide whether or not they are indispensible. Everyone is dispensable. That is how democracies work: a loss of confidence can strike the powerful at any time. It’s only in autocracies that leaders get away with insisting the times are too dangerous to make a change.

What the democracies that ditched their leaders had in common is that they did not ditch their systems of government: no established democracy fell during 1974. Change took place according to the rules of the game. The rules themselves did not change. These rules looked incidental to the real dangers the democracies faced from stagflation and social unrest. Here were the democracies focusing on process—in each scandal, the question as always was who said what to whom—when the situation required substantive action. Yet it was the focus on process that helped to save the democracies. It provided an outlet for public anxiety and discontent without calling democracy itself into question. Meeting the “crisis” of 1974 on its own terms would have put democracy at risk; it opened the door to talk of emergency measures and military solutions. A system that tallies its response to the scale of the threat it faces will, when under serious threat, have to contemplate systemic change. The democracies never got that far. They were rescued by their inability to get things in proportion.

Regime change, when it occurred during 1974, brought down Europe’s tin pot autocracies instead, which could not cope with the threats they faced. Inflation, routinely described as the curse of the democracies, was actually worse in the nondemocratic parts of Europe: it was above 30 percent in both Greece and Portugal, two countries then under military rule. In both places autocracy entered its death throes in 1974. The circumstances of regime change were haphazard and chaotic: in Portugal the António de Oliveira Salazar regime was overthrown in a coup by leftist junior officers, and the country teetered on the brink of civil war before emerging as a democracy; in Greece the colonels who were meant to be running the country fell out hopelessly among themselves, leaving the way clear for a restoration of democracy. Failed wars—in Africa for Portugal, in Cyprus for Greece—played their part in destabilizing these regimes, along with mounting economic chaos. Yet what was most striking was how brittle and inflexible they were under pressure: supposedly decisive autocrats did not know how to deal with the consequences of their own mistakes. The crisis of 1974, in Greece and Portugal, produced change commensurate with the scale of the problem because the regimes in question could not adapt to diminish its impact. All they could do was raise the stakes, which is how you lose in the end.

In Eastern Europe inflation was also a serious problem. These, though, were not tin pot autocracies but ideologically founded regimes backed up by the military might of the Soviet Union. They were able to suppress the inflationary effects of the oil shock by means of extensive state subsidies and with help from the Soviets, who as oil exporters had benefited from the price rise. However, suppressing inflation is by no means the same as tackling it. Inefficiency and waste were entrenched by the reluctance of Eastern European governments to let their populations experience the full shock of rising prices and stalling growth. Part of this reluctance stemmed from their awareness that they were failing behind the consumer societies of the West. Détente had opened the eyes of many Eastern Europeans to what they were missing: cars that worked, TV that was worth watching, politicians who could be thrown out of office on a whim. It made their rulers increasingly nervous about admitting the scale of the challenge they faced, and the price that might have to be paid if they didn’t keep up.

So they adopted a different strategy. The oil shock had created new sources of wealth in the Middle East: petrodollars that needed somewhere to go. The Nixon shock had accelerated the growth of offshore markets designed to take advantage of growing deregulation (the most liquid of these markets was in the City of London; it was “offshore” in the sense that it was not subject to national jurisdiction).25 Petrodollars were recycled through offshore markets by Western bankers to Eastern European governments in the form of hard currency loans, allowing them to continue to subsidize the rising expectations of their increasingly demanding populations. It was a fatal compact. The communist leaders of the more “advanced” Eastern European states—East Germany, Hungary, Poland—hoped they could exploit the “adaptability” (meaning the greed) of Western capitalism to siphon off funds for their own ends. All they succeeded in doing was burying themselves in debt. Of course, it wouldn’t matter if Western capitalism collapsed in chaos as it was meant to. But if that didn’t happen, the communist states were caught. Borrowing to cover up for their weaknesses left them with nowhere to go when threatened with exposure except back to the bankers to ask for more. Eventually the bankers would say no, if only to preserve themselves from ruin. The Eastern bloc was in the process of becoming, in the words of one historian, “a Ponzi scheme.”26 But almost no one saw it at the time.

In 1974 all the talk of crisis and looming disaster was on the Western side, where such talk was cheap. Meanwhile, the real long-term crisis was brewing among the regimes of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. These were the states that lacked the ability to adapt but retained the power to soldier on. In the West the search continued in vain for politicians of selfless courage. Democratic leaders were said to be too afraid of their electorates to take the action needed to protect them. But the really debilitating fear was at work among the communist regimes that did not dare own up to their failings. Instead, they pressed on in that mixed and middle state between self-illusion and voluntary fraud, hoping that something would turn up to rescue them. The democracies were not tougher than the autocracies when confronted with a crisis. Nor were they more purposeful. Instead, they were more erratic, more jittery, and more easily distracted. This made them harder to control. In 1974 these qualities helped save them from a worse fate.

AFTERMATH

In 1975 a body calling itself the Trilateral Commission published a widely noticed report titled “The Crisis of Democracy.” The commission had been set up in 1973 to bring together perspectives from the United States, Western Europe, and Japan on the joint threats facing the West (democratic Japan was by now considered part of “the West”). In the final report, its three authors—Michel Crozier writing about Europe, Samuel Huntington writing about the United States, Joji Watanuki writing about Japan—bemoaned the conjunction over the previous few years of external and internal threats to democracy. It might have been possible for democracy to cope with one or the other, but not both. “A system which did not have such significant demands placed on it by its external environment might be able to correct the deficiencies which arise out of its own operations,” the coauthors wrote in their introduction.27 The oil shock might have been manageable without the build-up of irresponsible public finance; democratic public finance might have been manageable without the sudden impact of the oil shock. It was the combination of immediate events and long-term trends that was proving deadly.

Crozier, a French sociologist, was the gloomiest of the three. He blamed all the usual suspects for democracy’s plight: inflation, alienated youth, trivializing scandals, irresponsible intellectuals. The democracies of Europe were caught in “a vicious circle, which is very difficult for them to break without entering a deeper recession whose risks seem impossible to accept in view of the fragility of the social fabric.” The EC (the forerunner of the European Union) was too weak at the center to coordinate a collective response. Instead, different countries groped their way forward from one temporizing measure to the next. This might work in time, but time was not on democracy’s side. “Experimentation,” Crozier lamented, “which is bound to succeed in the long run, looks very dangerous in the present vulnerable situation.”28

Huntington, one of the world’s leading political scientists, tried to resist existential despair. The game was not yet up. Any advantages of democracy were, however, close to being squandered. Huntington felt American democracy had done more than enough experimenting during the 1960s, with social as well as political institutions, and now was paying the price. Public spending was out of control at a moment when political alienation made remedial action extremely difficult. The voters wanted too much from government at the same time as having lost their faith in it: politicians were faced with an impossible mix of neediness and cynicism from their electorates. The best hope lay with public contempt for politics turning to resignation and apathy. Huntington had little confidence the voters would work out for themselves what needed to be done. But if they lost interest they would at least stop making their impossible demands, which might give the politicians room to act. The emocracies needed more distraction, not less, if they were going to survive.

Watanuki was a little more sanguine. Japan was still some way from going down the American route. Despite the Tanaka scandal, public contempt for politicians was not yet pervasive. Many Japanese social and political institutions had survived the turbulence of the 1960s relatively unscathed. Japanese democracy certainly looked more stable than its counterparts. But Japan was a young democracy with plenty of catching up to do. Its turbulent years almost certainly lay ahead of it. If the crisis was not yet acute for Japan, it was probably just a matter of time. Watanuki concluded that the 1980s might well turn out to be Japan’s 1970s: the point of breakdown.

The commission presented its report at a meeting in Kyoto in May 1975. One of those invited to respond was the Anglo-German sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf, who had recently been appointed head of the London School of Economics. Dahrendorf was a centrist and a pragmatist who distrusted grandiose, overarching ideas. He told the authors of “The Crisis of Democracy” that he didn’t buy what they were selling. They had gone too far and lost their sense of perspective. They wanted the democracies to regain control of events, which meant they were judging democracy by the wrong standards: the standards of its rivals. “Could it not be argued,” Dahrendorf suggested, “that one of the traditional characteristics of democracies is that we do not ask governments to give direction to their economies, societies and political communities, at least not to the extent that nondemocratic societies are doing this?”29 It was the states that were unable to relinquish control that were in real trouble. “I am not,” Dahrendorf went on, “contrary to many others, pessimistic about democracy today. It seems to me [that] recent social developments are likely to make life much more difficult for the dictatorships of this world.” That made it crucial not to overreact. Talk of crisis always prompted calls for “deliberate retrenchment”: a reassertion of control, a minimizing of risk. That would be a mistake. “What we have to do above all is to maintain that flexibility of democratic institutions which is in some ways their greatest virtue.”30

Dahrendorf was in a minority among public intellectuals in refusing to overreact to the democratic crisis of the 1970s, but he was right. The flexibility of democratic institutions turned out to be their salvation. Yet it took time to reveal that the crisis of democracy was not what it seemed. Another pretty bleak year was 1975. “I must say to you that the state of our Union is not good,” President Ford told the American people at its outset.31 Both unemployment and inflation peaked in many countries as the recession ground on. In India, Indira Gandhi suspended the country’s democracy in June, under the combined pressure of scandal (she had been convicted of charges of electoral fraud) and social unrest. The period of “emergency” she inaugurated was to last for twenty-one months. In November the long-time Spanish dictator, Franco, finally died, to be replaced by the young king, Juan Carlos, his chosen successor. It was not until the following year that Juan Carlos began the transition to democracy. To start with it was very unclear which way Spain would go. At a time of rapid political turnover in many countries, no one could be sure what was a passing phase and what was a permanent shift. India had lurched from democracy to semi-autocracy. Spain was stumbling from autocracy to tentative democracy. Who could know which state of affairs would last?

Only later did the pattern of these years become clear. For the new democracies it was two steps forward, one step back; for the new autocracies one step forward, two steps back. The transitions from autocracy to democracy were much more likely to endure than the moves the other way. The Indian emergency turned out to be a blip; Spanish democracy turned out to be a lasting phenomenon. The person who did most to identify this pattern, and who gave it a name, was Samuel Huntington. Writing a decade and a half after he had identified a crisis of democracy, Huntington labeled the period from 1974 to 1990 the “Third Wave” of democratic advance, following earlier shifts during the first part of the twentieth century and then after the Second World War.32 For Huntington the causes of this new wave were complicated and multiple, which excused his failure to have spotted it as it was getting underway. Nor was the pattern in any way smooth. In some countries, notably in Latin America and Southeast Asia, the back and forth between democracy and autocracy continued for years. In other places, above all Africa, democracy still seemed unable to get a secure foothold. Nonetheless, the overall direction of travel was clear. Seen with the benefit of hindsight, 1974 now looked very different. The crisis of democracy had really been a turning point in democracy’s favor.

Dahrendorf had glimpsed this at the time. Huntington had not. Yet in one respect, Huntington’s view of the “crisis of democracy” turned out to be prescient. He foresaw that the established democracies might require further distractions. The crisis would only dissipate if democratic politics lost its sense of urgency. It would be better if people simply tired of it. As the 1970s ground on, there was a growing feeling of crisis fatigue. The idea that something was seriously awry never went away, yet the promised cataclysm never arrived either. Under these limbo conditions, it became easier for the democracies to experiment with new solutions. Toward the end of the decade, starting in the United States, elected politicians gave the task of taming inflation to central bankers (that is, the elected politicians chose not to stand in their way). The measures required—high interest rates, high unemployment—were the ones it had been feared earlier in the decade that no democracy would tolerate. Again starting in the United States, the democracies did tolerate it. However, the important thing to emphasize is that they did no more than tolerate it. They did not insist on it. The second half of the 1970s saw elected politicians take advantage of the tired, distracted state of public opinion to try something different. These were not, to begin with anyway, right-wing politicians elected on a promise of radical change. In the United States the experiment began during the Carter administration; in Britain it began during the Labour administration of James Callaghan. Their successors—Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher—took it further only because they had been given an indication of what the public would put up with.33

The democracies effectively stumbled on the solution to their economic “malaise,” more by accident than design.34 At the same time, they acquiesced in their increasing lack of control over their own fate. The Nixon shock did not produce democracies that toughened up to embrace self-sufficiency. Instead, it produced democracies that acclimatized themselves to their growing dependence on outside forces. Their flexibility allowed them to adapt to the conditions of an increasingly interdependent world, without either having chosen to inhabit that world or having much understanding of how it operated. The publics of the democracies did not really know what they were doing at the end of the 1970s, as they inched their way into a globalized market economy. Things were being done to them, and for them, and tired of what they had been putting up with for most of the decade, they put up with this instead.

Their flexibility, then, was not quite as Dahrendorf had conceived it. He shared with other intellectuals a belief that democracies need to understand their own strengths and weaknesses. In this respect, he was not so different from the crisis mongers and pessimists he had been criticizing. Dahrendorf saw flexibility as an advantage the democracies could and should recognize in themselves. That way, they would be able to protect and enhance it. But democratic flexibility doesn’t work like this. It is haphazard and inadvertent. The advantages of democracy remain easier to recognize in retrospect than in the moment, when they are always somewhere out of reach. The same is true of the disadvantages. The realists had thought that democracy could only survive if its weaknesses were properly acknowledged and catered for. But there was no satisfactory way to do this. Democracies will not acknowledge their own weaknesses. Yet if you try to manage their weaknesses for them—as Kissinger did—you end up with something less than democracy.

Democracy cannot escape its own inadvertence: it can’t master it and it can’t avoid it. In time, the outward failures of the 1970s turned out to be a success story for democracy. The success became fully visible in the triumph of 1989. But that triumph, like the crisis of democracy that preceded it, was not what it seemed.


CHAPTER 6

1989

The End of History

THE CRISIS

IT MIGHT SEEM ODD TO DESCRIBE 1989 AS A CRISIS FOR democracy. Nothing bad happened that year (if you discount what took place in China). A lot of what happened was wonderful, almost miraculous. Nonetheless, a crisis is a point of rupture, the moment when the present asserts itself in the face of the past. What makes it such an unnerving experience to live through is that so much can be at stake with so little warning. Suddenly the future is on the line. The dramatic events that surrounded the collapse of Soviet power in Eastern Europe constituted a genuine crisis for democracy.

The end of the Cold War was a lot like the end of the First World War: victory took the victors by surprise. We tend to think of the 1980s as an era of democratic triumphalism, because we know how the decade ended. That was not how it was experienced at the time. The prevailing mood, as so often in democracies, was one of anxiety and uncertainty. The 1980s were an extension of the 1970s rather than a preview of the 1990s. This is not surprising, given how little time had passed since Western democracy had undergone its most recent crisis of confidence. A decade was hardly long enough for such a complete turnaround. Bad news turned into good news so fast it was hard to get into focus what was happening. The sudden triumph of democracy over its enemies was disorientating.

As in 1918, there existed a strong temptation to deal with the confusion by rewriting history as it unfolded. Victory has many fathers. On November 10, the morning after the Berlin Wall had been breached the night before, Willy Brandt went to the city and told the cheering crowds they had taken charge of their destiny. “This is a beautiful day,” he declared, “at the end of a long journey.” Yet only five years earlier Brandt had conceded that the Cold War division of Germany was now permanent and reunification off the table for good. What happened in 1989 vindicated many different people. But that did not mean they had seen it coming.

For some, vindication seemed premature. One way to deal with the disorientating effects of victory was to deny that democracy had come out on top. Events in 1989 appeared far too good to be true, and therefore could not be what they seemed. Kennan was one of those who warned against treating the events of 1989 as a vindication of Western democracy. He was adamant that defeat for one side should not be seen as victory for the other. The fact that the Soviets had lost the Cold War did not mean the democracies had won it.

This way of thinking was fairly widespread in 1989. Plenty of commentators warned against jumping to conclusions, overinterpreting what was going on, taking credit where credit was not due. Some worried that 1989 was liable to turn out to be a trap for democracy, because the wrong lessons would be learned. Democracies would become more profligate, not less, since they would no longer think they had anything to worry about. They would mistake the failings of their rivals for a confirmation of their own merits. They would indulge in the old democratic trick of giving way to their vices and calling it virtue.

Inevitably there were also those who saw 1989 as vindication. The Cold War had been a long, messy, compromised and compromising struggle, but its decisive outcome made things simple again. Democracy had won. The victory was not only real; it was complete. The most famous statement of the idea that liberal democracy was the clear winner from the drawn-out struggles of the twentieth century came from Francis Fukuyama, in the article he published in the summer of 1989 called “The End of History.” Fukuyama’s claim gave the triumphalists plenty of ammunition. But Fukuyama was not one of the triumphalists himself. His tone was more admonitory than celebratory. Like Tocqueville, he was worried that democracy would fail to understand the nature of its success. Fukuyama’s reputation as the public intellectual face of blithe democratic optimism in 1989 is undeserved. His analysis was little help in understanding the events of the year as they were unfolding. But he did provide an inadvertent glimpse of the troubles ahead.

For anyone who lived through it, 1989 was a difficult year to understand. It was evident that something momentous was happening. But it was hard to know what lessons to draw. The democracies had shown their resilience in the long run. How they had done it, and what it meant for the future, was much less clear. The knowledge of their hidden strengths the democracies had been given did not translate into greater self-knowledge or self-control. Democracy was emerging victorious from the travails of the twentieth century. But it was little wiser for the experience.

THE PROPHETS

Who saw it coming? When trawling through the political prognostications of the 1980s, it is hard to find anyone who did. That does not mean people were blind to what was happening around them. It was quite clear to just about everyone, both inside and outside the system, that the Soviet Union was in big trouble long before it fell apart. During the 1980s, Western intellectuals did not come back from Russia with tales of having seen the future. Those who went tended to come back vaguely depressed: the country was a gloomy place to visit, shabby, uncomfortable, and oppressive.

Yet few in the West felt confident about the demise of Soviet power. During the 1980s there was a strong appetite in Western democracies for books that foretold doom, not victory. This is partly because there is always an appetite in democracies for books like that: doom sells. But it also reflected a widespread sense that the real crisis was yet to come. In 1984 the French intellectual Jean-François Revel published a book called How Democracies Perish, which was taken very seriously on both sides of the Atlantic (Peggy Noonan later described it as the one book “everyone” inside the Reagan White House read). Revel argued that although the Soviet Union was in its death throes, it was likely to drag Western democracy down into the grave with it. He wrote: “Democracy may after all turn out to have been an historical accident, a brief parenthesis that is closing before our eyes.”1 When it came to the crunch, the democracies were not resolute enough for the final crisis: they would temporize, they would indulge their enemies, they would pander to their electorates. The Soviets were better equipped for the politics of the end game. Almost nothing Revel said was new: his underlying thesis about democratic failings was a hodgepodge of familiar ideas drawn from the usual suspects (Plato, Tocqueville, Nietzsche). He found a ready audience because it is as easy to make this argument in good times as in bad. The West looked like it was finally winning the Cold War. Aha, Revel said, that’s why we should be worried. Good news for democracy is always bad news in disguise.

In the United States, the late 1980s saw two other books capture the public imagination with stories of why things were much worse than they appeared. In 1987 the must-read was The Closing of the American Mind by Allan Bloom, a truly improbable best seller, which explained how promiscuity and postmodernism were turning American universities into morally empty pleasure palaces. Bloom was an intellectual historian whose pupils had included Fukuyama. He argued that creeping relativism was eating democracy alive. It had left it unable to defend itself in meaningful terms. Like Revel, Bloom drew on the usual suspects to make his case (Plato, Tocqueville, Nietzsche), though he had a fresh cast of villains (Mick Jagger appeared as a greater threat to Western democracy than Karl Marx). Read now, the book seems slightly unhinged. Read then, it captured a hankering for philosophical certainty in an uncertain world, as well as pandering to the perennial democratic appetite to hear the worst of itself.

In the following year Bloom’s thesis was overtaken by another academic blockbuster, Paul Kennedy’s The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, which told Americans that the good news was already over. Kennedy was an economic and military historian with no interest in Plato or Nietzsche, neither of whom feature anywhere in his book (Tocqueville is there, but only as the man who predicted that one day America’s number one enemy would be Russia).2 For Kennedy, the fact that the United States was a democracy was not the issue; the crucial fact was that it had acquired an empire and was therefore bound to suffer from the problem of imperial overstretch. Great powers decline because the economic and technological advantages that bring them to dominance cannot sustain the military commitments needed to keep them there. The United States was no different. Its days at the top were numbered. It would not be able to keep its rivals (the EU, the USSR, Japan, China) at bay for long. How long? Kennedy was unwilling to say, not least because he knew full well the Soviet empire was in even more trouble than the American one. Neither was finished quite yet. Despite its economic woes, Kennedy was adamant: “This does not mean the USSR is close to collapse.”3 He foresaw superpower rivalry lasting for perhaps another twenty years. But then all bets would be off.

Kennedy’s book became one of the talking points in the 1988 US presidential election. George H. W. Bush found himself defending the ongoing promise of America’s global reach against the gloomier take of his Democratic rival, Michael Dukakis. Gloom sells books, but optimism wins elections. By the time Bush had been in office for a year, Kennedy’s argument already seemed hopelessly out of date. The Cold War was over, and with no plausible rivals in place, the United States and its political system looked to have the field to itself. But if 1989 seemed to show Kennedy was wrong, who had been proved right? The fact that the doomsayers had dominated the period leading up to the collapse of the Soviet empire meant the true prophets had to be found further back. Much further back. The people who were credited with having seen it coming were the old men who had been waging the lonely struggle for years. In 1989, the prophetic heroes of the revolution on the Western side were Kennan and Hayek.

Kennan was lauded during 1989 as the wisest of the wise, the man who had foreseen it all. In April he appeared before the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee to be told by each of his interlocutors that they were privileged to be in the same room with him. Kennan, a vain man who had felt undervalued for forty years, enjoyed the appreciation. Nonetheless, the only question to which he responded with any real intellectual satisfaction was one that asked him whether victory in the Cold War might be bad news for America. Didn’t the country need a challenge to keep it honest? Yes, Kennan agreed, it did.

The truth is that Kennan was not made happy by the fulfillment of his prediction about the demise of Soviet power. People who did not understand what they were doing were winning the war. They had not learned their lesson, and now he feared they never would. “I see nothing hopeful in any of it,” he wrote during the summer, shortly after being awarded the presidential Medal of Freedom for his contribution to the struggle.4 When the Berlin Wall came down in November, he did not change his mind. It was all happening too fast, too impulsively, without restraint. Caution should be the watchword in times of dramatic change. No one should get carried away. No one should believe they had been proved right.

Kennan was particularly eager that America’s political leaders should not feel they had been proved right in the policy they had adopted during the Cold War. Worst of all were the Reaganites. Kennan had despaired of the presidency of Reagan, whom he considered a prejudiced fool. He persisted with this view despite the fact that during his second term Reagan attempted many of the things Kennan most wanted to see done, including a big reduction in nuclear arsenals. Reagan’s problem was that any prudential actions went along with a tendency to see the world in Manichaean terms, all too typical of unthinking democratic opinion. He represented the worst of democracy for Kennan: an irresponsible crowd pleaser, he ended up doing the right things for the wrong reasons, which could be as dangerous as doing nothing at all. The events of 1989 did little to persuade Kennan that the world had been made safer: there were still far too many nuclear weapons floating about. But it had made the world stupider, by allowing a simplistic tale of democratic triumph to prosper. The unseemly rush toward German reunification exemplified this stupidity. Kennan thought the haste to claim the spoils of victory was grotesque, and absurd.

In 1947 Kennan had argued that the Soviets were trapped by their inability to admit their own failings, because they were precommitted to a deterministic framework that confirmed their own virtue. Now he feared the West was trapped in the same way. His personal misfortune, in 1989, was that no one wanted to hear this message from him. The man being lauded was the Kennan of 1947, who in a brief moment of optimism had laid out a far-sighted vision of the future, not the Kennan who had spent the next forty years trying to qualify what he had said. To his own mind, the long, lonely struggle to get American democracy to face up to its limitations went on. Kennan was eighty-five in 1989, in full possession of his faculties, which is what gives his distress a poignant quality. He was being treated as an old man who had once been ahead of his time. As a New York Times commentator had written a few years earlier, the world no longer turned to Kennan for concrete advice but “for glimpses of an uncommon, even mystical prophetic power.”5 He wasn’t a prophet unappreciated in his own land; he was being appreciated as a prophet, when he wished he could be recognized as something else.

Hayek was ninety in 1989, and for him the distress was more acute. He had disappeared from public view in 1985, suffering from illness and depression. He lived to see the Berlin Wall come down, and a statement was issued on his behalf celebrating its demise. But he could take no public pleasure in it. Two years later Hayek was also awarded the presidential Medal of Freedom, but he was too ill to come to Washington to receive the award. His son accepted it for him. Austen Furse, director of policy planning at the White House, said at the ceremony: “More than almost anyone in the twentieth century, this guy was vindicated by the events in Eastern Europe.”6 By this point Hayek was barely aware of what was being said and done in his name.

Would he have approved? Hayek was celebrated in 1989 for having provided the intellectual framework that explained the triumph of the market over the planned economy. He would have had no problem with that: it was his defining creed. Nor would he have been displeased with the idea that he saw the end coming before others. In 1983 he was asked at a public gathering at the Hoover Institution to justify his optimism that communism was failing. He answered with a personal anecdote about an event he said “had given him more hope than anything else.” A visiting Russian scientist had dined with him at his club in London. Hayek asked his guest what had most surprised him about the West. The scientist answered: “You still have so many Marxists. We haven’t any!”7

What mattered for Hayek was the battle of ideas. It was clear to him the Russians had thrown in the towel. But just because one side realized they had got it wrong didn’t mean the other side could claim they had it right. The West was winning in spite of its own ideas, not because of them. In Britain, Margaret Thatcher—who had once banged a table brandishing a copy of Hayek’s The Constitution of Liberty and declared: “This, gentlemen, is what we believe!”—was in the ascendancy.8 But even Thatcherism did not represent a sustainable path for democracy in Hayek’s terms. It still depended too heavily on the whims of the majority, and their attachment to cheap money and social security. Hayek’s lifelong mission had been to get democracies to see that they needed to rein themselves in, to discipline themselves. Thatcher was a free market evangelist but she was not an apostle of democratic restraint. The end of the Cold War did not signal that Hayek’s warnings about democratic extravagance were being heeded. It threatened instead to let democracies think they had got away with it.

In this, Hayek would be proved right, though not in the way he thought. The year 1989 certainly did not draw a line under democratic excess; it marked the start of a new age of it. Where Hayek was wrong, as he had always been wrong, was in assuming that democratic excess was invariably a stage on the road to serfdom. He never got beyond the idea that democracies crave the siren securities of socialism, and that only constitutional safeguards could protect them from their own weaknesses. Without those safeguards, democracies would pander to their electorates and destroy their market freedoms. By the 1980s Hayek was happy to admit his affinities with Schumpeter, a man he had once derided as a fatalist. Democracies that lurched from election to election, their politicians saying and doing whatever it took to get elected, were on the road to ruin. Since he saw no signs of Western democracies setting constitutional limits to their politicians’ powers, Hayek saw no real prospect of salvation. “I don’t think an effort toward reform will come in time,” he said in one of his last interviews in 1983. “So I rather fear we shall have a return to some sort of dictatorial democracy. . . . And if the system is going to break down, it will be a very long period before real democracy can re-emerge.”9

What Hayek had failed to notice was that the democracies were not simply pandering to their electorates. They were also distancing themselves from them. During the 1980s a story began to take shape about how Western democracy had recovered from the crisis of the 1970s: it had been achieved by politicians who recognized the limits to their own powers. They could not defeat inflation; the voters wouldn’t let them take the painful steps required. So they had entrusted the task to independent central bankers who, armed with anti-inflationary targets but freed from electoral pressures, did the job for them. It didn’t take long for this story, in the words of one critic, to be “polished until it acquired the quality of a moral tale.”10 Franchising out key decisions to nondemocratic bodies had saved democracy from itself. The story did not fit in every case. In Britain, for instance, the government retained the power to set interest rates throughout the 1980s; independence for the Bank of England did not arrive until 1997. But the story could be made to fit. In the British case, the defeat of inflation simply proved the special qualities, and iron resolve, of the Hayek-touting Margaret Thatcher.

The morality tale was cemented by the events of 1989. The planned economy had failed. The free market had triumphed. Democracy had won because it had recognized its own weaknesses and learned how to temper them. Hayek became the hero of this story: he had shown the path to victory. But Hayek is the wrong hero for this story. The democracies had not learned their lesson in the way he wanted, because they had not chosen this path for themselves. The defeat of inflation, like the defeat of communism, was the result of a series of ad hoc decisions. Democratic politicians acted in mild desperation and a spirit of improvisation, not out of accumulated experience and constitutional wisdom. Success in this sort of haphazard venture threatened to breed its own sort of fatalism. This was not the fatalism that Hayek had feared all his life—the drift toward soft democratic tyranny. It was the other kind of democratic fatalism that Tocqueville had warned about, and that Hayek had consistently neglected: the fatalism that comes from successful experimentation. The end of the Cold War encouraged the Western democracies to mistake improvisation for permanence and contingent arrangements for a settled understanding of how to manage their affairs.

Kennan had wanted the Cold War to be won by democracies that showed the discipline needed for containment; Hayek wanted it to be won by democracies that put their majoritarian powers beyond use. Instead, it was won by democracies that did not know what they were up to. They were scared, they were distracted, and they were profligate. All they could do was hope for the best. They had turned a blind eye as their central bankers got a grip on inflation, but they still didn’t want to balance their budgets. To take their minds off nuclear Armageddon, they watched television and went shopping. And that’s how the Cold War was won: by people whose attention was elsewhere. In a notorious interview he gave in 1976, Kennan, who throughout his life was morbidly obsessed with the link between democracy and pornography, had declared: “As things are, I see very little merit in organizing ourselves to defend from the Russians the porno-shops in central Washington.”11 The porno shops were still going strong when the Russians gave up the fight (and a ready access to pornography was one of the market freedoms the West soon exported to the new democracies of the East). Kennan wanted democracy to have earned its victory. So did Hayek. Both men were at heart moralists and political puritans. It meant that unthinking democracy was bound to disappoint them at the moment of its success.

Western democracy had not reined itself in. It had not even franchised itself out. It had simply kept going. Its victory relied on its underlying adaptability, not its self-control. Democracy had failed to take charge of its destiny, but it had taken whatever history could throw at it and come through, in ways no rival system could match. It was still standing when everything else had fallen down. The person who found cosmic significance in this resilience was Fukuyama. The grand political battles were over. Only small differences remained.

Amid the heady excitements of 1989, Fukuyama insisted on taking the long view.12 On that view, liberal democracy now had the field to itself; it had won by default. It was the only political idea that had a plausible future ahead of it. Everything else had run out of road. This did not mean the world had deliberately chosen democracy as its preferred option, and Fukuyama did not think there was much point in trying to prove that embracing democracy would make everyone better off (the evidence, particularly in relation to democracy and economic development, was mixed). Instead, it was enough that all the other grand ideas of history had lost their capacity to inspire. First fascism, then Marxism-Leninism, had failed to deliver on their promises. They could not survive that failure; without the promise of some better future they were simply monuments to cruelty and inefficiency. Liberal democracy did not have to deliver on its promises in order to come out on top. It simply had to retain its promise, as something that it still made sense to believe in.

The end of history represented a victory for democracy in the realm of ideas, far removed from what Fukuyama called “the trivial election year proposals of American politicians.”13 He dismissed all the fuss about Paul Kennedy’s The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers as beside the point. Kennedy’s reductive history had missed something essential: beliefs matter. The fate of American democracy would not be determined by its material circumstances. Democracy is only doomed if people come to believe it is doomed; otherwise, it can survive anything. Moreover, democratic societies are able to adapt their beliefs to suit their circumstances; if nothing else, they remain flexible. So the end of history was also the victory of a flexible idea. But it was no more than that. It was not the victory of an idea over which anyone could claim control. It couldn’t be used to fix the future. It did not predetermine what would happen in crisis situations like those of 1989, and it could not be harnessed in the heat of the moment. Its advantages were only visible at a certain distance.

Fukuyama’s argument was a grandiose one, starting with its bombastic title, but he was careful to litter it with caveats. He never said the end of history would be neat and tidy. But Fukuyama’s critics, of whom there were many, did not notice the caveats. All they saw was the bombast. In the words of the Indian economist Jagdish Bhagwati, Fukuyama’s article appeared “like a primeval scream of joy from a warrior with a foot astride his fallen prey.”14 This was a caricature, but the caricature stuck. As the events of 1989 conformed more closely to an end of history script, Fukuyama became the man who wrote it. When events diverged from that script, as they were bound to do, he became the man who had got it wrong. Ralf Dahrendorf, who had scorned the idea that democracy had failed in 1974, was equally scornful of the idea that it had triumphed in 1989. He mocked Fukuyama for his pretensions and his insufferable arrogance. He regarded him as a dangerous idiot. No “system,” Dahrendorf said, ever triumphs, because the only thing that wins in the long run is experimentation and flexibility.15 Attempts to crown liberal democracy the victor of history would condemn it to go the way of communism: it would become rigid, inflexible and ultimately brittle. It would crack open and the experiments would have to start again.

Dahrendorf was being unfair. Fukuyama was defending an idea, not a system. He understood the great merit of the idea was its flexibility: its ability to adapt. Liberal democracy was still going strong at the end of the twentieth century because it had been able to accommodate what had happened during the century, even if it could not control it. Democracy had made room for history; no other system of government could do that.

Yet if Fukuyama was defending an accommodating idea, not a fixed system, his argument had two flaws. First, it was a mistake to talk about the end of history. Of course, it was not a mistake for Fukuyama personally. The phrase, which obliterated all the subtleties of his case, made him rich and famous; for a while, he was the most famous intellectual in the world. But the phrase did not fit with the idea that democracy had endured because it had been able to accommodate whatever history had thrown at it. If that were true, then there was no reason to suppose the victory of democracy would shut history down. Democracy always leaves open the space for competing views, unexpected reverses, unanticipated rivals. It doesn’t foreclose the future. That is how it survives the vagaries of history. And that is why it doesn’t end them.

Second, Fukuyama did not say enough about what it might be like to live with the triumph of an accommodating idea, one that operates beneath the surface of events, always elusive, impossible to capture in the moment, accessible only in the long run, an idea over which no one has any immediate control. The picture Fukuyama draws to capture this state of affairs is a world of banality and boredom. “The end of history,” he says, “will be a very sad time. . . . In the post-historical period there will be neither art nor philosophy, just the perpetual caretaking of the museum of human history.”16 The quintessential inhabitants of this world were the people of Western Europe, whose postwar existence Fukuyama saw as “post-historical” before its time. Europeans were already living in “flabby, prosperous, self-satisfied, inward-looking, weak-willed states whose grandest project was nothing more heroic than the creation of a Common Market.”17 Europe was a nice place to live in which there was nothing significant to do. That was the democratic future.

It is a familiar image of democratic fatalism: passive citizens, living unimaginative lives, contented to drift along with their comfortable fate. It echoes some of Tocqueville’s anxieties about conformism in the age of democracy. But it is only one side of democratic fatalism. Fukuyama entirely misses the other side. People who live with an idea of politics that governs their fate but remains outside their power to control can also become impatient, reckless, and cavalier. Far from eschewing grand schemes, they may embrace them, confident that history is on their side. The only way Fukuyama could see for history to start up again was if people got tired of their material comforts and rediscovered a sense of intellectual adventure. This is far too narrow a view (it is far too intellectualist a view). It ignores the restless quality of all democratic societies, including the most comfortable ones. It ignores the frustration of living with a victorious idea whose advantages are seemingly tangible but always just out of reach. In democracies, people keep grabbing for those advantages, they keep making mistakes, and history moves on. Even in the comfortable, boring old states of Western Europe.

THE OUTLIERS

In Europe, it was clear who had won and who had lost by the end of 1989. The communist governments of Eastern Europe were the losers, as were their Soviet backers. Within the space of a few months these regimes fell apart in Poland, Hungary, East Germany, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia and, finally, Romania. The winners were the people of Eastern Europe, who had got rid of their oppressors with minimal bloodshed, along with the democracies of the West, which had stayed the course long enough to see them do it.

However, this neat picture only holds for a certain time and place. The further you move out from 1989 the messier things look. People power quickly frayed in the new democracies of Eastern Europe; old communists returned in new guises, and won elections; democracy soon resumed its mixed and muddled ways. The picture also blurs the further you move away from Europe. This was as true during the dramas of 1989 as it was in their aftermath. The distinct pattern that had emerged in Europe by the end of the year did not fit with the wider world. Globally, it was much less obvious who were the real winners and losers from the demise of the Soviet empire.

“The Cold War is over and Japan won.” This mock headline, which began its life as a joke, had turned into something like a truism by the close of the 1980s. Japan was the democracy that had most obviously grown in strength and stature during the ups and downs of the Cold War. It emerged from the struggle stable, secure, militarily unencumbered, and above all, very, very wealthy. At the end of 1989, when the Tokyo-based Nikkei stock index peaked at a level of nearly 39,000, it accounted for almost 40 percent of the total value of all global stock markets. Japanese multinational corporations were busy acquiring businesses and real estate across the globe, including in America, where they had even started to buy up Hollywood. Japanese tourists were an increasingly familiar sight in the West. In 1965, three hundred thousand Japanese holidaymakers took trips overseas. By 1989 that figure had reached ten million. Japanese consumer products, particularly at the cutting edge of the new technology, had invaded every marketplace. The 1980s, far from bogging Japan down in its own version of the 1970s, had seen the country forge ahead. The question was no longer whether Japanese democracy was going to catch up with the problems that had afflicted the rest of the world, it was whether the rest of the world was going to be able to catch up with Japan.

The 1980s saw a steady stream of books published in the West that predicted coming Japanese dominance, with titles ranging from Japan as Number One: Lessons for America (1980) to Trading Places: How We Allowed Japan to Take the Lead (1988). In The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, Kennedy identified Japan as the rising power that was by far the most likely to win “the glittering prizes of the twenty-first century.”18 Not only, Kennedy said, did Japan hold the obvious advantages in both computer hardware and software (a common misapprehension at the predawn of the Internet), but also Japan’s high national savings rate, along with America’s growing burden of debt, would soon make Tokyo “the banker to the world.” What Japan lacked was a military strategy commensurate with its growing economic power. The test of its ultimate destiny, Kennedy said, would be whether it acquired one.

In mid-1989 an article appeared in the Atlantic Monthly under the title “Containing Japan.” Its author was James Fallows, a former speechwriter for President Carter. He argued that America needed a new strategy of its own to counter the growing Japanese threat. In many ways, this threat was the opposite of the Soviet one. Where that had been driven by ideology, the Japanese expansion was marked by a lack of ideological purpose, indeed the absence of any “principles” at all. Fallows stated that what made Japan so dangerous was its belief that it was merely acting pragmatically and taking advantage of business opportunities wherever it found them. Japan was behaving with the unconstrained ruthlessness of the “postideological” superpower.

As if on cue, some Japanese political and business leaders had started asking whether it was time for Japan to be more open about its growing strength. Shintaro Ishihara, a government minister, and Akio Morita, one of the founders of the Sony Corporation, published a widely noticed essay in the summer of 1989 called “The Japan That Can Say No.” They argued that Japan had no need to assume a position of subservience to the United States, a tottering giant beset by problems of its own making. Japan’s economic advantages meant it should no longer pretend to be without wider geopolitical ambitions. The moment had come for Japan to set its terms for participating in the new world order.

The rhetoric of US-Japanese rivalry became increasingly heated during 1989, just as US-Soviet rivalry was winding down. The United States and Japan had ostensibly been on the same side in the Cold War. They were both democracies. So why couldn’t they both be winners? Part of the answer is that democracies need enemies, and they will fill that void whenever it appears: a democracy that wins an ideological struggle against its major rival creates a vacancy. Part of the answer was cultural (and indeed racial) antipathy, which the Cold War had suppressed but had not extinguished. Japanese “otherness” made its success threatening to the West, and Japanese “politeness” did nothing to allay those fears; it merely confirmed the impression that something inscrutable was taking place before the eyes of the world. Japan’s global presence, Fallows suggested, had done nothing to puncture the inherent insularity of the Japanese character. The millions of Japanese who traveled overseas went about in “tightly organized and highly insulated groups,” cut off from the benefits of outside influence.19 They were everywhere but they were nowhere. At the same time, Fallows wanted to know, why weren’t more of them traveling abroad? Ten million was still less that 10 percent of the total population, which compared unfavorably with other democracies, whose populations went overseas in far greater numbers (even 15 percent of the famously insular Americans were taking trips abroad by 1989). It sounded like the old Woody Allen joke. “The food is terrible here.” “Yes, and such small portions.”

There was another source of Western mistrust of Japan: the growing suspicion that Japan was not really a democracy. Although the country had seen frequent changes of personnel at the top, the same party (despite some alterations of name) had been in charge for almost the entire duration of Japan’s postwar history. In forty years, the Liberals had never lost an election. If the test of a democracy is the peaceful hand-over of power when the voters decide it is time for a change, Japan had never passed that test. Instead, Japanese politics was cliquey, corporatist, and, to outside eyes, impenetrable. The key decisions were made by self-selecting elites, who could destabilize each other but appeared immune to democratic control. In the words of one commentator, Japanese politicians rose and fell “in the shifting sands of factional politics, not from any popular vote or mandate.”20 Prime ministers came and went, often brought down by scandal. But the same people remained in charge. Japan gave substance to the graffito complaint against democracy that had been popular during the 1970s: it doesn’t matter who you vote for, the government always gets in.

The Japanese state had multiple, overlapping ties with big business, and the Japanese economy was closely regulated. Large players got government support and also government protection. This was what was coming to be known as “Asian capitalism.” Not all the successful Asian capitalist states were democracies: South Korea was at this point only intermittently democratic; Singapore was a mild but unequivocal autocracy. In Japan the outward forms of democratic life—elections, the rule of law, a critical press—appeared to hide the true story. Democracy looked like a surface feature of Japanese life: formal, elaborate, and empty. Something more powerful and, from a Western perspective, more alien was going on underneath.

In the context of these sorts of suspicions, 1989 saw the publication of one truly prescient book that stood out against the prevailing mood. It was called The Sun Also Sets, written by a young British journalist (and future editor of the Economist) Bill Emmott. Japan was not so different from the West, Emmott contended. The Japanese were not hiding some secret formula for economic domination behind the formalities of democratic life. The impression that the country’s elite lacked political vision was no smoke screen; it was the truth. They really didn’t know what they were doing. Japan was surfing along a tide of prosperity with little idea of where it was heading. Its economic success, built on a remarkably high savings rate, was producing increasing amounts of speculation and recklessness; those savings had to find somewhere to go. The price of Japanese real estate, like the value of the stock market, was reaching unsustainable heights. At the same time, Japan’s aging population was placing growing demands on the resources of the state. Japan needed to bolster domestic investment to provide for its future, but instead it was exporting capital: short-term opportunities trumped long-term needs. This was not evidence of a cunning master plan; it was evidence of the complete absence of one.

Emmott compared Japan’s situation in the period from 1985 to 1989 with that of the United States in the period from 1925 to 1929, in the run-up to the Wall Street crash. Then, the Federal Reserve kept interest rates low in part to support the value of sterling; now, the Japanese central bank had been keeping interest rates low in part to support the value of the dollar. In both cases, the desire to prop up a convenient international economic order took priority over other concerns; in both cases, this preference for the devil you know was myopic. Such arrangements could not last forever, and when they broke down, it was best to be prepared. Japan was not prepared, any more than the United States had been. Emmott also compared Western fears about creeping Japanese domination in the 1980s to European (and particularly French) fears of creeping American domination in the 1960s. These fears had been overblown. First the Nixon shock, then the oil shock, dispelled them; it turned out the Americans were as vulnerable as everyone else. So too were the Japanese.

One of the ironies of the 1970s is that Japan had reacted to the shocks of that decade in the adaptable, self-sufficient way Nixon had hoped the Americans might. The end of Bretton Woods pushed Japan from being a low-tech, low-wage producer of mass consumer goods for the West (much like China today) to a high-tech, cutting-edge manufacturer of marquee products, from cars to computers. At the same time, the hike in oil prices prompted the oil-poor Japanese to explore alternative energy supplies and to commit to a program of nuclear-power stations. However, the success of these experiments had come at a cost. It produced a new inflexibility. Adaptable Japan, as it grew richer, had become cautious and set in its ways. The next shock might not turn out so well, because a country that was now prosperous and secure would be far more reluctant to admit the need to try something different.

Seen in this light, the steady state of Japanese politics was a handicap, not an advantage. “Japan is suffering from its political stability,” Emmott wrote.21 What the country needed was more of the regular upheavals of democratic life: the querulousness, the periodic revulsions against the status quo. Japan was a somewhat atypical democracy in its extreme attachment to deal making away from the prying gaze of the voters (though no democracy is immune to this). But Japan was also a typical democracy. It needed something to wake it up to its underlying strengths, yet the circumstances that might wake it up—a shock to the system—were also liable to expose its weaknesses. Emmott thought Japanese democracy was bound to face a crisis sooner rather than later. He did not think the crisis would destroy it; Japan had become too strong for that. But nor did he think the Japanese had any special qualities that would see them through. It would be touch and go for them, as it is for everyone.

Conventional wisdom said Japan would be the big winner from the end of the Cold War; conventional wisdom was wrong. Conventional wisdom also said the big loser would be India. The demise of the Soviet Union had finally exposed Indian ambitions to find a middle way between the rival systems of the two superpowers, drawing the advantages from each and dependent on neither. In international affairs the idea of nonalignment had long been on shaky ground, stretching back to the Sino-Indian war of 1962. Now, in economics, the Indian way had been undermined by the abject failure of the Soviet model, which robbed it of both financial support and intellectual inspiration. During the 1980s, India faithfully persisted with its five-year plans (the sixth began in 1980, the seventh in 1985), just as the rest of the world was coming to regard such planning as the ultimate symbol of Soviet-style sclerosis and inefficiency.

The Indian economy certainly did not look very dynamic in this period. Managed growth turned out to mean limited growth, averaging around 3.5 percent per annum from 1950 to 1980, increasing to around 5 percent per annum during the 1980s. This was far from a disaster; life expectancy in India rose dramatically over the same period (from thirty-three at independence to fifty-eight in 1989). But for a country with a rapidly expanding population and starting from a very low base (per capita income in 1950 was less than $500), it was a very modest performance. Some, derisively, termed it “the Hindu growth rate,” implying that it had it roots in the fatalism of the East. This was glib. India was being left behind by other Asian economies, including not only Japan but also South Korea and Taiwan, which had been growing at twice that rate. Even communist China had grown faster than India.

South Korea had become a relatively rich country by the end of the 1980s. India was still very poor. South Korea also had its five-year plans. But the South Korean plans were not inspired by the Soviet Union. They were designed to promote rapid export growth and greater competitiveness, on the Japanese model. The Indian economy remained deeply uncompetitive by comparison. In trying to bridge the ideological divide of the Cold War, India had been dragged down by the losers.

In 1989 there was a widespread sense that India would have to change. But was it capable of change? The problem had nothing to do with Hindu fatalism. The problem was Indian democracy. It appeared stuck in a rut. This was nothing like the rut of Japanese democracy. India was caught in the trap of political populism. The state was paralyzed by its need to pander to the popular mood and to play off competing electoral factions. Although one party and indeed one family had governed India for most of its independent history—the prime minister in 1989 was Rajiv Gandhi, Indira’s son and Nehru’s grandson—the size and scale of Indian democracy had left it in the grip of multiple competing forces, from minor parties to local bosses to entrenched sectional interests. This had produced, in the title of one book published at this period, a “crisis of governability” for the Indian state.22 It was unclear whether anyone was really in charge. In some respects, mid- to late twentieth-century Indian democracy resembled the early to mid-nineteenth-century American democracy that Tocqueville had encountered. All the action was happening at the surface, where there was wild exuberance, particularly around election time, and a fixation on short-term effects. But underneath, nothing much was moving. In Tocqueville’s America political paralysis was at least able to coexist with economic dynamism. Indian democracy appeared to lack even that.

But Indian democracy did have one big success story to its name. By this time Amartya Sen’s dictum that no famines happen in democracies had started to gain circulation. Sen’s primary evidence was the contrasting experience of India and China since 1947. He had made the claim in an article in the New York Review of Books in 1982, where he also pointed out the deficiencies of India’s performance over the same period, above all the failure to deal with rising inequality and widespread poverty.23 Indians did not die in famines, but millions still died from malnutrition every year. Democracies like India’s responded quickly to one-off threats of disaster, but too often they allowed the calamities of everyday life to pass under the radar. Was there any way to translate the responsiveness of a democratic state in worst-case scenarios into more routine benefits?

Sen contended there was. He sought to extend the negative advantages of famine avoidance into the positive gains of poverty reduction. If democracy empowered ordinary citizens to inform their rulers about impending disaster, increased empowerment should produce better information and greater responsiveness to a whole range of pressing needs. Basic democracy prevented famines; more democracy should prevent all sorts of other bad things from happening. This is the ongoing dream of democratic fulfillment: to harness the underlying benefits that only appear sporadically at times of crisis and turn them into solid, enduring gains. The problem, though, is that crisis politics does not map onto routine political decision making in a democracy. The threat of famine, once it becomes serious enough to demand attention, pushes other considerations to the margins: democratic politicians act when they have no choice. In everyday politics, other considerations will continue to jostle for attention, making coordinated action difficult. India’s ability to avoid famines was consistent with India’s failure to make progress on other fronts; ordinarily, the wake-up calls get drowned out by the noise of democracy in action.

That democratic India had been better than communist China at preventing famine was pretty clear by 1989. There was less agreement about how it had happened. Sen emphasized the importance of the free circulation of information, a crucial resource that autocracies lack. But potentially as important is the flexibility of democracies to take help from wherever they can get it. Democratic leaders are not proud when faced with calamity; they will compromise their principles for practical help. Indian democracy, in an emergency, sourced its grain, like its weapons, from across the ideological divide, both inside and outside the country. It was adaptable, which is something different from, and something less than, being truly responsive. The optimal way for India to get out of its rut was for it to become more responsive to the needs of its citizens, as Sen wished. The alternative was to let things carry on as they were, wait for the next crisis to hit, and see what happened. That was less inspiring. But it was more consistent with the way democracies tend to behave.

If Japan was perceived as the winner in 1989, and India as the loser, the great unknown remained China. The Tiananmen Square student protests, which had been ruthlessly brought to an end by armed force at the beginning of June, could be interpreted to fit most narratives. The appetite for democratic reform in China was evident. So too was the capacity of the regime to suppress it. But which was stronger? Fukuyama was right about the tendency of excitable commentators to overinterpret events. The Economist, in an editorial pooh-poohing “The End of History” (which the newspaper compared unfavorably to “1066 and All That”), contended that China proved Fukuyama wrong. The paper wrote: “Tiananmen Square showed that plenty of people in China still believe there is life in the old dog of communism yet.”24 This was an overstatement. All it showed was a frightened and brutal regime fighting for its life.

Yet if the massacre did not mark a resurgence of communism, neither did it signal the ultimate brittleness of the regime. Many were tempted to hope that it might. Hendrik Hertzberg, writing in the New Republic, argued that the violent repression of popular protests had exposed the ruling party’s rhetoric of “the people’s this and the people’s that” as a lie. The people’s army had been deployed to kill the people. “The words the party-state used to buttress its authority,” Hertzberg wrote, “have become, thanks to its own actions, its mortal enemy. . . . That is why, even beyond the economic consequences of their brutality, China’s shadowy rulers will ultimately proved to have destroyed themselves. Deng and company have committed the political equivalent of suicide.”25 As events subsequently unfolded in Eastern Europe, this became a common view. The Chinese leadership had merely put a temporary dam in the way of an unstoppable tide. Their turn to be swept away could not be long delayed.

What then was the model for China’s future? Was it the Soviet Union, where freedom was on the march and the center could not hold? Was it Japan, where the outward appearance of democracy provided the cover for rapid economic expansion? Was it India, where democracy had bogged down the country in petty power struggles?

None of these models was right. China turned out to be China, and the rest of the world would have to watch and wait to discover what that meant.

THE AFTERMATH

The Japanese stock market hit its peak on December 29, 1989. Then the bubble burst. Within a year the Nikkei had halved in value. Japan’s real estate bubble burst at the same time, leaving the country’s banks sitting on mountains of bad debts. Such a sudden shake-up was unnerving, but few saw the need to panic. This was simply an inevitable correction at the end of a decade of unparalleled prosperity and a necessary stage on Japan’s road to political and economic maturity. The American stock market had suffered an equally brutal reverse in 1987, when for a few days it fell further and faster even than it had in 1929, but unlike in 1929 it soon recovered. The panic turned out to be short-lived and the march of the insatiable consumer economy resumed. Japan was likely to prove equally resilient, aided by continuing American demand. The financier George Soros suspected that the Japanese authorities must have welcomed the crash, and might even had engineered it, as a short, sharp shock to aid in the rebalancing of the Japanese economy.26

It didn’t turn out like that. 1990 was not a correction but the beginning of a slow, steady reversal of fortune. The bubble of Japan’s coming domination of the twenty-first century had burst as well. The country was insufficiently adaptable to meet the challenge of changing course. The state propped up bad banks and networks of clients kept failing industries on life support. Timid Japanese consumers tightened their belts, and deflation took hold. The authorities responded calmly to each setback with measured, piecemeal attempts to spark the economy back into life. It was never quite enough. Japan remained a prosperous, comfortable place to live; life expectancy kept rising and unemployment was not allowed to get out of hand. Japanese voters even threw the Liberals out of office in 1993, only to see them return a year later. Things were never quite bad enough to spark a crisis of confidence in the system, and therefore never bad enough to force the politicians to attempt something dramatically different. Japan was stuck.

In India Rajiv Gandhi and the Congress Party were defeated in elections held at the end of 1989. This ushered in a new period of political instability, with four different prime ministers in two years, as coalitions fractured and rival factions jockeyed for position. Gandhi was assassinated while campaigning in the 1991 elections, which saw Congress returned to power. Meanwhile the Indian economy had reached a crisis point. By 1991 the country’s budget and balance of payments deficits had reached alarming levels, and the government was running out of hard currency to repay its debts. A default threatened. The new prime minister, P. V. Narasimha Rao, and his finance minister, the academic economist Manmohan Singh, turned to the IMF for help.

Together they embarked on a series of economic reforms designed to make the Indian economy globally competitive. Subsidies, tariffs, and state-controlled monopolies were dismantled; a fixed exchange rate was abandoned; foreign investment was encouraged. The Indian public did not vote for these reforms; they merely watched them happen and acceded to the change, in that they did nothing to prevent it. The crisis, coming just after the election, gave the new government the scope it needed to act. The IMF provided the carrot and the stick. In 1991, without having planned it, and without having much control over the outcome, India’s politicians decided to try something new. The crisis had produced a change of course. Indian democracy was embarked on a new path, even if the voters had been little more than bystanders as the change took place. The country was moving again.

The Chinese regime had not committed suicide in 1989. It had done what it thought necessary in order to survive. Autocrats cannot experiment with democracy in a crisis. The regime would almost certainly not have survived if the Tiananmen Square protests had been allowed to run their course. But autocrats can learn from each other’s mistakes. In fact, autocracies may be better at this than democracies. Tocqueville had hoped that democracies might be able to draw educational benefit from each other’s example, but this does not often happen. Democracies tend to do their own thing regardless. Autocracies, which are more adept at ruthless short-term decisions, can look and learn from the insufficient deployment of ruthlessness elsewhere. The Chinese communist party saw what was happening in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe and chose not to go down that route. The door to greater democratic freedoms remained firmly shut. Instead, the door to greater market freedoms was flung wide open, while the party retained tight control of the decision-making process. The economic reforms that had begun under Deng Xiaoping in the 1980s were accelerated. Any popular appetite for political change was placated with rapid growth. This was not the promise of democracy being used as a cover for economic transformation. This was no democracy at all.

As Japan, India, and China all confounded the expectations for them that had been established in 1989, Germany cemented its place at the heart of the new world order by becoming a single state again. The country was reunified in 1990 as a constitutional democracy on the ordoliberal model: a powerful and politically independent central bank; devolved federal government; limits on political populism (including powerful barriers to entry for political extremists). This was, in many ways, the great democratic triumph of the late twentieth century. Germany, the country that had posed the biggest threat to the democratic peace of the world for much of that century, was now the shining beacon of democracy’s ultimate durability. Many onlookers, watching from around Europe, could scarcely believe it. Adam Michnik, the Polish intellectual and political dissident, called it “a miracle.”

Not everyone was satisfied. Plenty of German intellectuals believed it was all happening too fast and too unreflectively. The novelist Günter Grass argued for the two separate states to live on within one nation in order to allow the German people a meaningful choice between the free market and socialism.27 What had once been a forced settlement could become an open experiment in ways of living. What could be more democratic than that? It was a pipe dream. Socialist East Germany was quickly folded into the capitalist West, a transaction paid for with Deutschmarks, which were exchanged for the now defunct East German currency at the remarkably generous rate of 1:1. As one commentator wrote: “Bonn Inc. has taken over bankrupt Prusso-Marx.”28

East Germany’s nascent democratic movements were also rapidly overtaken by the political imperatives of West German electoral politics. In 1989, democracy in East Germany had meant vast crowds on the street, impromptu political alliances with names like Democracy Awakening and Democracy Now, mass protests, people power. By the time of the first unified German election of December 1990 little of this remained. The crowds had dispersed and the movements had fractured. Democracy meant slick advertising, stage-managed rallies, well-oiled party machines. Above all it meant money. East Germans were given the opportunity to vote for the DM and they took it.

Writing in the run-up to reunification, the towering German public intellectual Jürgen Habermas despaired of what he saw happening. He asked: “Will the DM now become the object of libido, emotionally re-valued so that a kind of economic nationalism will overwhelm republican consciousness?”29 Habermas believed that a golden opportunity was being wasted to refound German democracy in a true republican spirit, based on a public embrace of democratic principles. He wanted a constitutional referendum to be held across the two Germanys to bind the inhabitants of the new state into their chosen destiny. An authentic democracy could not simply be allowed to stumble into the future, distracted by cheap promises and short-term gains. But that is what democracies do. Authenticity, like self-control, stays somewhere out of reach.

Disappointed by his homeland, Habermas turned his attention to the European Union as the political entity that offered the best prospect for a rebirth of the republican spirit. Here, in this new, experimental political space, the people of Europe might be given the chance to fashion something truly democratic. Again, Habermas was to be disappointed. Europe’s politicians had more prosaic ambitions. The new Germany loomed as a threat. Her neighbors were determined not to repeat the mistakes of the past. A unified Germany had to be bound in to a wider European community that could constrain its ambitions and share its prosperity. France in particular made sure that enhanced European ties would be the price the Germans paid for becoming a single state again. The best way the French saw to retain control of their destiny was to annex it to Germany’s.

The grand plan for the European project became the creation of a single currency for the member states of the European Union, which would replicate the strength of the DM but spread its benefits across the continent. Germany, having used its powerful currency to secure reunification, would now be required to give it up for the sake of the wider community to which the country belonged. It is easy to deride the idea of the Euro as a bureaucratic fantasy, foisted on the people of Europe by grandiose schemers lacking a popular mandate. But the people of Europe, for the most part, shared the dream. The Euro was a product of democratic wishfulness: a desire to have it both ways. It was born of recklessness and fear. The fear of German prosperity coincided with a dauntless desire to share in it. This was not a “posthistorical” piece of technical engineering. It was a rickety construction built on a faith that the tide of historical progress would keep it afloat. Europeans were doing more than simply curating the museum of political history, as Fukuyama had predicted. They were experimenting with an untested future.

In 1992 Fukuyama eventually published the book-length version of his 1989 article. He called it The End of History and the Last Man. It is a strange and unhappy book. When the original article first appeared in the National Interest, the magazine had commissioned a series of instant responses from a range of thinkers, which it published alongside Fukuyama’s piece. Fukuyama seems to have taken to heart the one written by his former teacher, Allan Bloom. Bloom had two complaints about the way Fukuyama presented his case. First, Fukuyama had anchored his ideas to the thought of the early nineteenth-century German idealist philosopher Hegel (“It is doubtful whether he has even read Hegel,” Dahrendorf noted dismissively). Bloom thought his ex-pupil needed another German to complete his argument. The philosopher he wanted was Nietzsche, the true prophet of the hollowness that lay at the heart of democratic life. Second, Bloom suggested that Fukuyama had missed the likeliest contemporary model for the “posthistorical” future. It was not Western Europe that offered a glimpse of the emptiness lying in wait at the end of history. It was Japan, the land of tea ceremonies and technical proficiency. Japan was a prosperous, elegant, vapid society that exemplified the democratic spirit at the close of the twentieth century, the new model of the good life where nothing meaningful ever happens. Its only rival was American consumerism, which was equally empty but more restless. The contest of the future, Bloom wrote, would be “the Americanization of Japan vs. the Japanization of America. Nothing is at stake.”30

Fukuyama followed Bloom to the letter. The End of History repeats Bloom’s line on Japan, almost word for word (both men were echoing the arguments of the French philosopher Alexandre Kojève, whose pupil Bloom had been). At the same time, the book is awash with Nietzsche, from its subtitle on (“the last man” was Nietzsche’s term for the inhabitants of modern societies, lacking in all passion and vision: comfortable, at peace, and spiritually dead). Fukuyama bemoans the hollowness that looks set to accompany the end of history, and although he refuses to give in to nihilism, he sounds pretty gloomy about the cultural desert that lies before him. The German he unconsciously echoes is Thomas Mann, writing in 1918, when Mann too had been reading more Nietzsche than was good for him. At the moment of democracy’s triumph, it is always tempting to give way to the mild satisfactions of intellectual despair.

The End of History is not all Nietzsche. The other thinker Fukuyama hitches to his argument is Tocqueville. However, he runs him together with Nietzsche: these are the men who foresaw that the triumph of democracy sounds a death knell for the creativity of the human spirit. Successful democracies get stuck in the rut of mediocrity. At his gloomier moments, Tocqueville believed this. But by turning Tocqueville into a forerunner of Nietzsche—just another aristocratic critic of democratic stupidity—Fukuyama makes a mistake. He jumbles up two fundamentally different views of democracy. Nietzsche thought democracy was a big lie, a blanket of empty ideas we use to console ourselves for our inadequacies. All it ever does is stifle. Tocqueville knew that with the mediocrity went exuberance and crazy ambition. Democracy has substance, but a substance no one can control. Nietzsche thought democracy was too good to be true. Tocqueville thought it was too true to be good. Nietzsche doesn’t really explain what happened next. Tocqueville does.


CHAPTER 7

2008

Back to the Future

THE CRISIS

THE ECONOMIC CRISIS THAT BROKE WITH FULL FORCE following the collapse of Lehman Brothers in September 2008 threw up some memorable vignettes of political confusion and panic. President George Bush, faced with the disintegration of the entire banking system, announcing to a room of ashen-faced advisors: “This sucker could go down.”1 His secretary of the treasury, Hank Paulson, going down on one knee before Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi to implore her not to scupper his desperately improvised rescue efforts (“Gee Hank,” she responded, “I never knew you were a Catholic”). Republican presidential candidate John McCain suspending his campaign to come to Washington to help sort out the mess; arriving at a hastily arranged meeting with leaders from both main parties and simply sitting there in silence; the meeting breaking up in acrimony and disarray, with Democrats taunting McCain: “What’s the plan? What’s the plan?” There was no plan.2

The last few months of 2008 brought politicians, bankers, and business leaders face to face with the prospect of catastrophe. At times, they appeared to be fending it off day by day, even hour by hour. There were scenes at the epicenter of the crisis that came close to the exquisite terrors of late October 1962. As then, the threat of ultimate disaster, which had been bubbling up for some time, nonetheless seemed to come out of the blue. Almost everyone was taken by surprise by the scale of what they were facing. Dealing with the extraordinary danger fell on a small group of men (though, unlike in 1962, also a few women), meeting in cloistered (though no longer smoke-filled) rooms, holding the fate of the world in their hands.

Paulson, along with the chairman of the Federal Reserve, Ben Bernanke, and the head of the New York Federal Reserve, Timothy Geithner, wielded extraordinary power during the crisis and operated under intense, nerve-shredding pressure. A misstep threatened an escalation that might end in global calamity. There was even the looming possibility of mutually assured destruction, though this time America’s partners in any dance of death were the Chinese not the Russians. By 2008 China’s government had become by far the largest overseas holder of US treasuries and other government-backed securities. If the Chinese had decided to offload their dollar-denominated assets, whether in a panic or simply out of malice, the American government would have been powerless to contain the resulting havoc. The effects of the unraveling of the international economic order would have been devastating for the Chinese as well, which made any such threat appear senseless. But sense often seemed in short supply during the worst moments of crisis.

Yet what happened in September 2008 had nothing like the self-contained quality of the Cuban Missile Crisis. The world was not simply waiting on Washington to decide its fate. When Lehman Brothers collapsed governments everywhere made their own desperate efforts to deal with the chaos, as it spilled out and threatened them all with disaster. The ongoing crisis provided no single focus, no clear endpoint, no moment when it could be said that good sense had prevailed. The time was never quite right to exhale. Instead, the crisis dragged on, without either taking the global economy over the edge of the cliff or altogether pulling back from it. Part of the problem was that it was so hard to know where the brink of disaster lay.

The prospect of an international financial and economic collapse does not have the all-or-nothing quality of a nuclear war; it is less cataclysmic, but also more uncertain. It is difficult to picture the consequences because no one can be sure what they are. Mass unemployment, yes, along with widespread hardship. But shuttered banks? A return to barter? Civil breakdown? Armed gangs roaming the streets? The specter of another Great Depression was regularly conjured up in 2008. But in the fissile, complex, frighteningly interconnected world of the twenty-first century, even that could appear a quaint notion. The nameless terror was of something worse.

In this crisis no one could doubt that democracy was deeply implicated. Although many of the leading actors were unelected officials (Paulson, Bernanke, Geithner had no more of a popular mandate than their Chinese counterparts), they were heavily constrained by what public opinion would and would not stomach. No rescue was possible without the support of elected politicians, which was why Paulson had to bend the knee before Pelosi. The voters would have to be part of the solution. At the same time, it was clear that democracy was part of the problem. It was not simply that a fear of the wrath of the voters was making many elected politicians reluctant to adopt some of the drastic measures needed to stave off disaster. The crisis had its origins in the mistakes and misjudgments made by politicians and officials in the democratic West. This was a disaster the democracies had brought on themselves.

That is what made the crisis different. It was born out of the success of democracy, not out of some ongoing external threat to it. In the first decade of the twenty-first century democracy confronted no serious ideological rivals. Al-Qaeda was a threat but not a rival. China was a rival, but not an ideological threat. The idea that Chinese state capitalism offered a plausible alternative to Western democracy was a consequence of the 2008 crisis, not a presage to it. Some tried to blame China for the disaster, arguing that Chinese reliance on cheap exports had unbalanced the global economy and tempted Western consumers and governments to overleverage themselves in an effort to keep the fun going. But if this was temptation, very few tried to resist it. The democracies were entirely complicit in their own fate. A self-created crisis posed an obvious question: would the people who made the mess know how to fix it?

They had one resource they had not possessed in the past: the accumulated experience of previous crises. A reason to suppose this would not turn out to be a rerun of the 1930s was that the 1930s were there to serve as a warning. Ben Bernanke’s academic specialty was the study of the Great Depression.3 He famously announced in 2002 that there need never be another Depression because the Federal Reserve now knew how to avert one; they had learned their lesson. (The occasion was Milton Friedman’s ninetieth birthday. “You’re right, we did it,” Bernanke told Friedman in a speech in his honor. “But thanks to you we won’t do it again.”4) Yet when the crisis hit, Bernanke’s promise sounded like hubris. Knowledge of how to avoid past mistakes had not provided protection against disaster; it had produced complacency in the face of it. Knowing that we could get out of the mess had, if anything, encouraged us to get into it.

There was also the problem of knowing which past crisis was in fact the best model for the present one. In 2007, policy makers at the Federal Reserve, conscious of spiking oil prices, thought they might be reliving a version of the 1970s, when the gravest threat came from inflation. After the storm broke, Bernanke and his central banking colleagues did what they could to fend off a rerun of the 1930s. But so too had the Japanese authorities in the 1990s, with the unintended consequence of miring the Japanese economy in two decades of stagnation. Perhaps America was going to turn out to be Japan after all.

One way in which America was still America was in its faith in democratic renewal. Part of the reason the politics of the 2008 crisis were so fraught was that it coincided with a presidential election. This election raised memories of 1933, when a change in the White House had finally broken the logjam of the economic crisis. In 2008, unlike in 1933, the nature of the change was obvious to everyone. Roosevelt, to start with, was just another politician. Obama was always something more than that: the first African-American in the White House. No change could have been more visible or carried greater symbolic value. Yet in democracies, the changes one can see, the ones that are invested with the most hope, often turn out to be illusory. Democracies can renew themselves without really changing, just as they can sometimes change without anyone really noticing. Obama was not the agent of change in this crisis. In many ways, he came to embody the intractable nature of the crisis itself.

The aftereffects of the 2008 crisis are still being played out at the time of writing (early 2013). It was a moment of high drama, but also the beginning of an uncertain and open-ended period of transition. So much has changed since and yet so little has changed. To live through this time is to see how the two sides of democracy can interact: impatience and resignation. What we have not yet discovered is how to deal with the tension between them.

THE RECKONING

The period from 1989 to 2008 was marked by continuity and rupture. The continuity was in economic affairs. The rupture was in international affairs. Continuity is bad for democracies because it produces complacency and drift. Rupture is bad for democracies because it produces impulsiveness and aggression. The combination proved toxic.

This was the age of what came to be known as the Great Moderation, when the major economies (with the exception of Japan) enjoyed remarkably steady growth combined with low inflation and rising stock markets. Regular lurches from boom to bust appeared to be a thing of the past, at least in the West; the last significant recession before 2008 had been the one that brought Bill Clinton to the White House in 1992. Independent central bankers now had the tools to manage impending crises. Elected politicians understood the importance of letting them get on with it. Everything had been smoothed out, calmed down, regularized. The end of the Cold War appeared to have produced a magical elixir that finally stabilized mature capitalism. In 1999 the Euro was launched without mishap, and the continent continued to prosper. There were still violent upheavals around the edges of the new global prosperity, the most severe being the East Asian crisis of 1997. But the West rode out these disturbances relatively calmly. For those with money, the new financial order looked like a one-way bet.

Yet this was also the age of the Great Disruption: the attacks of September 11, 2001. The result was a sudden transformation in the climate of international politics. Almost overnight, a world that had appeared to be at peace found itself at war. The Western democracies, despite their growing economic security, suddenly felt vulnerable and exposed; they were being menaced by an enemy that might be everywhere or nowhere. They were also increasingly at loggerheads. American attitudes to the threat Al-Qaeda posed differed markedly from the popular mood across Western Europe, where there was almost no appetite for a military response. The disaster of 9/11 succeeded in frightening the leading democracies and in dividing them. In that respect, it had achieved some of the aims of its perpetrators.

The full-blown war on terror that began in 2001 with the American-led invasion of Afghanistan and continued with the invasion of Iraq in 2003 was a costly mistake. It was driven by fear, anger, and a desire for retribution. An enemy that was everywhere and nowhere had to be found a home so that there might be somewhere to attack, though in the case of Iraq it turned out that the enemy wasn’t there (at least not until after the Americans moved in). The war provided an opportunity to showcase America’s technological military might, though what it really demonstrated was that even the most sophisticated weaponry is still too blunt and indiscriminate to do its work without extensive collateral damage.

But the war was also driven by higher motives: a desire to spread the advantages of democracy to those parts of the world where it had not yet taken root. A number of the leading actors, including George Bush and British Prime Minister Tony Blair, believed that the defeat of the terrorist threat was inextricably bound up with the promotion of democracy. For Western democracy to feel safe it would have to spread its wings. “The best hope for peace in our world is the expansion of freedom in all the world,” Bush said in his second inaugural address in 2004. “The concerted efforts of free nations to promote democracy is the prelude to our enemies’ defeat.”5

Bush’s response to the threat to democracy after 9/11 had clear echoes of Wilson’s response to the threat to democracy in 1917 (not least because in both cases it represented something of a volte-face: presidents who had wanted to keep their distance from the world’s trouble spots turned into committed interventionists). Scholars argue about whether it makes sense to call Bush a Wilsonian, or even a neo-Wilsonian. The consensus is probably not: Wilson’s vision of a secure democratic future was founded on the idea of collective international institutions bringing nations together; Bush disdained such organizations, including the United Nations.6 Wilson wanted to make the world safe for democracy; Bush wanted to make the world safe through democracy, by expanding its reach. Central to Bush’s vision was the idea that democracies promote peace through their own actions, not through some superimposed legal framework. And central to that view was the idea that no two democracies will ever go to war with each other (a.k.a. “democratic peace theory”). Hence, the more democracies, the fewer wars. By that reasoning, wars to spread democracy were an investment in future peace.

Democratic peace theory was not a new idea. The eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant had laid down a version of it in his 1795 essay on “Perpetual Peace” (though Kant was careful to distinguish the irenic qualities of constitutional republics from the impulsive warmongering of some untamed democracies). Wilson himself had floated it in his speech announcing America’s entry into the First World War, where he declared that if the states of Europe had been truly democratic the war would never have happened. But the idea gained a new lease on life in the 1980s when historically minded political scientists started to put it to the empirical test. The evidence of the twentieth century indicated that liberal democracies do not go to war with each other: it had never yet happened. This, like the idea that democracies do not suffer from famines, quickly became one of the great political scientific truisms of the age. Margaret Thatcher cited it (“Democracies don’t go to war with one another,” she said on a visit to Czechoslovakia in 1990). So did Bill Clinton (“Democracies don’t attack each other,” he said in his State of the Union Address in 1994). So did George Bush (“Democracies don’t go to war with each other,” he said in a press conference in 2004).

When Wilson had claimed that democracies do not fight each other he was not relying on the historical record; there were not enough democracies in existence back then to supply the evidence. His was a philosophical position based on a reasonable extrapolation from his own understanding of politics and international law (in that sense, he was following Kant). Bush, by contrast, did have the historical evidence. Where Wilson’s belief in the peaceful propensity of democracies was essentially a declaration of faith, Bush’s was an empirically based statement of fact. But that did not make Bush’s position more considered or better grounded. Pushing the democratic peace through war required, if anything, an even greater a leap of faith. It assumed that the complexities of the present could be trumped by the sweeping lessons of the past. Democratic peace theory provided no evidence to support that assumption. Still, Bush believed he had the weight of history on his side and so could afford to take some risks.

Bush revealed himself to be an optimistic fatalist: the evidence he had been given of the advantages of democracy over other systems of government made him cavalier and reckless. This is what Mill had called “modified fatalism,” which results from the knowledge we have that the world operates according to regular patterns of cause and effect. It was the fatalism that Tocqueville feared might result from democratic political science. Democratic peace theory turns out to be both true and dangerous. It is dangerous because it is true: it encourages crass and unreflective political action. History does not supply a magic recipe for engendering democratic peace. All it tells us is that it happens. It doesn’t tell us what to do with that knowledge. Like Wilson, Bush wanted to harness the long-term, underlying strengths of democracy. Unlike Wilson, who knew some of the risks, Bush simply discounted the short-term perils of doing so.

Democracies may not fight each other but that doesn’t mean they know how to promote peace. If anything, the attempt to apply democratic peace theory in practice runs afoul of familiar democratic weaknesses: impatience, jitteriness, inattention. This had been Lippmann’s point back in 1947: democracy promotion around the world has deleterious effects on the democracy doing the promoting. Democratic politicians and their publics are bad judges of other countries’ aptitude for democracy because they see the world through their own, limited experiences. They do not look and learn; they either look away or jump right in. Successful democracies are not curious; they are cloistered and myopic. The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq ran into trouble because of bad planning, insufficient local knowledge, and the political divisions they generated at home. This is what happens when democracies try to take advantage of their historical advantages. They mess up.

One person to recognize this was Fukuyama. In the late 1990s he had been a cheerleader for the Project for a New American Century, which was an aggressively upbeat take on the prospects for expanded American influence around the world (the project was, in some ways, an extravagant riposte to Paul Kennedy). By the time of the Iraq war, Fukuyama had reverted to his gloomier mindset of the early 1990s, though with a twist. American political life had not become placid and trivial, as he had feared. It had become reckless and hubristic, drawn to sweeping solutions and grandiose schemes. The success of democracy had generated a vision of its possibilities that was grossly simplistic and a hostage to fortune. State-building in a country like Iraq required a disaggregation of the complex array of competing factors on which success was likely to depend.7 Bundling them all up in a general idea like “democracy promotion” was bound to be counterproductive at best, and potentially catastrophic. Fukuyama was now championing a fine-grained political science that prioritized contingency over destiny and detail over generality. But democratic public opinion doesn’t really go in for fine-grained political science. That’s for the political scientists. What the pundits noticed was that the man who had announced the end of history was now having doubts about what he had done.

Bush was reckless in another way. He believed America could afford the vast costs of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, which ended up exceeding those of the war in Vietnam. This belief was buoyed by a faith in the elixir of unstoppable economic growth that had been uncorked at the end of the Cold War. In The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers Paul Kennedy had pointed to annual US budget deficits of more than 5 percent of GDP during the mid-1980s as evidence that the country was on an unsustainable path. But then came victory in the Cold War, which made those concerns look like nitpicking. As Dick Cheney later remarked, “Reagan proved that deficits don’t matter.” During the 1990s the dividends of peace and prosperity meant that Bill Clinton, with some skillful political maneuvering, could balance the budget. In the following decade the Bush prescription of tax cuts plus costly wars tipped public expenditure back into the red. It was affordable so long as nothing else went wrong. And what else could go wrong?

What went wrong was a mixture of inadequate financial regulation, short-term political interference, and far too much wishful thinking. The Great Moderation turned out to be an extended boom and it led to an almighty bust. The boom was presided over by arrogant central bankers, meddlesome politicians, complacent economists, and greedy investors, none of whom wanted to call time on its benefits. The proximate causes of the crash of 2008 are still the subject of heated controversy; though there is little disagreement about the range of factors that contributed to the disaster there is no consensus about where the primary blame should lie. Is it with the investment banks that packaged and sold debt instruments they could neither control nor understand? Is it with the regulators, who let them do it? Is it with the politicians, who wanted to extend the advantages of home ownership to their poorer constituents, many of whom could not afford it? Is it with the central bankers, who failed to spot the warning signs of the impending crash? Or is it with the economists whose theories of efficient markets provided a justification for letting things take their course? Your answer will depend on your politics, and depending on your politics there is an answer to suit every taste.

In general terms, however, the crisis that unfolded in 2008 was a failure of democracy. That is, it was a failure by the leading democratic states to face up to what was wrong until it was too late. The excesses of the boom years manifested themselves differently in different places: in some, like the United States, Ireland, and Spain, the primary symptom was a real estate bubble; in Britain, it was a massively overleveraged banking sector; in others, like Italy and Greece, it was a bloated and inefficient public sector; in yet others, like Germany, it was an overreliance on the cheap export market the Euro created. But nowhere did the system correct itself in time; only when things had got out of hand was an attempt made to rectify the situation. By then, the damage was done.

This was a double failure. The democratic system that had emerged triumphant at the start of the twenty-first century was meant to have two safety valves. On the one hand, democratic public opinion was there to act as a corrective against the excesses of politicians and other public officials: when their rulers go too far, the voters can stop them. On the other hand, public officials, including independent central bankers, were there to guard against the excesses of the voters: when the public goes to far, the technocrats can stop them. It didn’t work like that. What seems to have happened is that instead of guarding against each other, the two sides of democratic life—public opinion, expert opinion—cosseted each other. Each relied on the other to signal when things had got out of hand.

The morality tale that had emerged since the 1980s said that democracies would be stable if they franchised-out key decisions to unelected officials. These officials would then use their freedom from the day-to-day pressures of democratic political life to scrutinize and correct for the failings of democracy. But in fact, officials are just as likely to use their freedom from the day-to-day pressures of politics to indulge their own prejudices. The key official during the period of the long boom was Alan Greenspan, the chairman of the US Federal Reserve from 1987 to 2006. The formative experiences of Greenspan’s tenure happened early on: first, the short-lived stock market crash of 1987, which came when he was six weeks into the job, and showed that even the biggest shocks could be overcome with a steady nerve and sound technical judgment; second, the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, which showed that free societies always triumph over planned economies in the long run.8 The system had revealed itself as sound, so long as it had a man like Greenspan at the helm. This was a fatal conceit. Past successes blinded Greenspan to the possibility of failure.

Bernanke, his successor, was less convinced of his own rectitude but no less committed to the idea that technical adjustments could stave off a full-blown crisis. He too believed the system was sound and that the warning signs would be heard. He too was wrong. When the warnings came in 2007 he and his colleagues missed them, because technocrats delegated with the task of steering a steady course learn to discount prophecies of doom. In a democracy, there will always be some people predicting disaster. That is one of the democratic excesses that unelected officials are there to guard against. Democracies produce a surfeit of noise. But unelected officials, cut off from daily alarums of electoral politics, are not thereby sensitized to the sound of impending danger. They grow, if anything, increasingly deaf to it.

The relatively good times for Western democracy that lasted for nearly twenty years after the end of the Cold War seemed to indicate that a successful balance had been struck between the insistent demands of the public and the moderating influence of the experts. Each had learned to live with the other. The divisive effects of the war on terror came as a disruption rather than a derailment. But this was not a settled state of affairs. The balance had not been responsible for the good times. The good times had been responsible for the balance. When things unraveled in 2008, Western democracy reverted to type. A settled arrangement gave way to improvisation and experimentation. Mutual understanding morphed into mutual recrimination. It turned out that the age of prosperity was not what it seemed and that its benefits had been very unequally distributed. The losers far outnumbered the winners. People started looking for someone who could provide them with a fresh start.

THE REDEEMER

In a crisis, elections can be a godsend or a curse. They are a godsend if they provide a chance to ditch the people responsible for the mess. They are a curse if they make it impossible for anyone to take the tough decisions needed to get out of the mess for fear of being turfed out by the voters. The 2008 elections in the United States were both a godsend and a curse.

When the crisis erupted in September, George Bush had fewer than five months of his presidency still to run. He was by this point one of the most unpopular presidents in US history. His approval ratings the week before Lehman’s went under were hovering just above 30 percent; two weeks later they were nearing 25 percent, a level only matched by just two other presidents in the age of modern polling, Truman in 1952 and Nixon in 1974. Bush’s unpopularity meant he had no mandate for radical political action. But it also meant he had very little to lose. It is only in democracies that you get lame duck leaders, since autocrats must retain control until the moment they lose control. Yet lame duck presidents can sometimes display the attribute that autocrats possess: unaccountable executive power.

When the crisis hit, Bush betrayed many of his political principles, and infuriated many in his party, by endorsing the bailout of failed institutions, including Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, and the giant insurance group AIG. As Paulson scrabbled to improvise solutions to problems that no one had anticipated even a few weeks earlier, Bush effectively gave him a blank political check to “do whatever it took.” Paulson’s main difficulties were with members of Congress who stuck to their ideological guns in the hope of currying favor with their electorates. His great fear was that one or other of the presidential candidates might be tempted do the same. In the seven weeks between the failure of Lehman’s and voting day either presidential candidate could have pandered to the popular dislike of bailouts, making a politically treacherous rescue act a whole lot more dangerous. But McCain, who flirted with populist anger, never succumbed to it. And Obama didn’t need to.

For Obama, the crisis was a blessing. It crystallized the failings of the Bush years in the public mind and cemented the idea that it was time for a change. Obama’s message of hope and renewal suited a moment when the status quo had revealed itself to be unsustainable. What’s more, Obama’s candidacy was the literal embodiment of change: here was a man unlike any other to stand for the highest office. A black president had long seemed unthinkable in a democracy like the United States. Suddenly it became almost inevitable. A country that could make such a shift had reason to have faith in its powers of regeneration.

The timing of the 2008 election was just right for Obama. But that was what made it wrong. The symmetry was too neat. He could surf along with the appetite for something new without addressing the intractable difficulties any democracy has in making a fundamental change of course. He did not have to confront American democracy with the challenge of facing up to its self-created predicament, nor point the finger anywhere than at the discredited outgoing administration. He did not have to flesh out the rhetoric of hope with a concrete plan for effecting change. He symbolized change, which meant he did not need to specify it.

Democracies feed off hope. That is why they are poor judges of those peddling it. The people who look like they represent a fresh start, because they offer something obviously new, often turn out to mean more of the same. The two American presidents in the twentieth century who arrived in office with the best credentials to symbolize a fresh approach to politics were Herbert Hoover and Jimmy Carter, the western engineer and the southern farmer; both were, in their different ways, breakers of the mold. They were undone by bad luck, by inflated expectations, and by the very outsider qualities that had made them so attractive: they had an insufficient idea of how to change the system from the inside. The leaders who come to be known as the saviors of democracy rarely arrive in office marked out as something new. Often they come with low expectations and a checkered past. To start with, Lincoln was just another political lawyer. Reagan was just another political actor (the fact he had also been a real actor didn’t make him fresh; it made him the embodiment of the superficiality of democratic politics). Roosevelt was just another political operator.

Obama went out of his way during his campaign to compare himself to Lincoln, Reagan, and Roosevelt. These were false comparisons. He was equating the expectation of his presidency with the reputation of theirs, when in fact their ultimate reputations had confounded many early expectations. Lincoln didn’t start out as Lincoln. So if Obama was going to start out as Lincoln, then he was going to end up as someone else.

The most enticing comparison was with Roosevelt, another president who inherited an economic crisis that had exposed the incompetence and drift of the previous regime. Like Roosevelt, Obama had an opportunity to experiment with something new, in the knowledge that the public had tired of the old. But there were big differences in the situations the two men found themselves in. Roosevelt inherited a crisis that had dragged on for four years and had seen off a series of attempts to manage it. Obama was inheriting a crisis that had barely got going, yet that had already prompted a series of rapid improvisations to guard against economic collapse. In some ways, Obama was stymied by the accumulated experience of past crises. The technocrats had already used their knowledge of the mistakes that led to the Great Depression to part-stabilize the situation by the time Obama took office. Cheap money was being made available; vulnerable institutions were being maintained on life support. The worst-case scenarios had been fended off for now, which gave Obama less room for maneuver. He was not taking charge of a sinking ship, but of one that was just about being kept afloat.

The crisis of 2008 was bad enough to bring Obama to office but never so bad as to give him a free hand once he got there. The three months between the election and the inauguration did not have the same effect as the five desperate months between Roosevelt’s election in 1932 and his inauguration in 1933. Then the dying days of the Hoover administration had provided Roosevelt with the perfect backdrop for a radical new beginning. Obama, by contrast, was tempted by continuity. In November 2008 he announced his intention to nominate Geithner as his secretary of the treasury to replace Paulson, the man with whom Geithner had been working hand in glove during the interregnum. The appeal of continuity is partly a matter of temperament and experience. Obama was an intellectual and an inexperienced politician. He wanted to avoid unnecessary risks. Roosevelt was not an intellectual. But he was an experienced politician who liked to take his chances.

Obama faced a similar difficulty when confronted with the legacy of the war on terror. He was inheriting an intractable mess but not an outright disaster. The conflict had confirmed a number of Tocqueville’s edicts about democracies at war. Democracies often choose the wrong wars to fight; they misjudge the stakes and bungle their objectives. Yet when democracies find themselves bogged down in drawn-out struggles they don’t know how to win, they have the advantages of their adaptability. They keep looking for something new, experimenting with different military leaders, different tactics, different objectives. They are flexible. In any drawn-out struggle, the two sides of democratic life will be in tension: on the one hand, a restless impatience with failure on the part of those doing the fighting; on the other, a growing disenchantment and detachment on the part of the wider public. Both were on display in the Iraq and Afghan wars. In Iraq, the Bush administration staved off collapse in 2007 with new military leadership, new tactics, and new resources (“the surge”). In Afghanistan, the NATO operation kept meeting reverses and kept trying to learn from them. Victory remained elusive but defeat was being deferred. Meanwhile, public commitment to both wars continued to wane.

The war on terror was a mistake, but it was not a straightforward mistake. In 2008 Obama campaigned on a promise to end the conflict in Iraq (“the bad war”) and to concentrate resources on the conflict in Afghanistan (“the good war”). Nonetheless, in both cases, he faced the temptations of continuity. Experimentation and adaptation had taken root, which made it hard to draw a clean line under what had gone before. Outright disasters produce new beginnings. Successful firefighting tempts you to keep putting out fires.

Obama faced another difficulty that made his predicament different from Roosevelt’s. Obama had portrayed himself during his campaign as a postpartisan politician who offered the chance of a new era of civility and cooperation in American politics. Yet he faced a Republican opposition that was deeply partisan, resistant to compromise, and firmly opposed to his agenda. Roosevelt was in many ways a more overtly partisan politician, yet plenty of the radical measures he undertook in office were able to capture cross-party support. The crisis of 1933 helped to muffle some of the partisanship of American politics. The crisis of 2008 helped to entrench it. Why?

Part of the answer is the different nature of the crises. The situation in 1933 had become more desperate than in 2008, the international tensions were far more acute, and the fate of democracy more precarious. Part of the answer is changes in the conduct and technology of politics. Twenty-first-century legislators are exposed to ever blunter and more strident expressions of public opinion, fashioned by the new information technology and fueled by speed of the news cycle; it can be hard to find the room for compromise when the noise is so unrelenting. But part of the answer is the cumulative experience of the intervening seventy-five years. American democracy had survived its near-death experience in 1933. It had survived everything that had been thrown at it since. It had proved its adaptability and its resilience. There is less incentive for politicians to compromise if they believe the system can withstand most forms of confrontation. Just as knowing how to avoid a Depression helped bring the country to the brink of one, so knowing the system was resilient encouraged intransigence in its politicians.

The irony is that this intransigence manifested itself as a claim that the system could not survive what Obama was proposing. Republican opposition to the Obama program coalesced around the question of debt. The country was said to be on an unsustainable path, having already racked up too many future obligations to be able to afford large outlays of public money to stimulate the economy. Republicans accused Obama of short-term pandering in the place of long-term prudence—the classic democratic vice. Yet the politicians who made this argument were guilty of most of the democratic vices themselves: grandstanding, brinkmanship, disinformation, and chicanery. It is easy to deride politicians who claim they are thinking of the long-term future of their country while presenting their case in a way that indicates they are thinking of their own short-term electoral prospects.

You can put this mismatch down to hypocrisy, mendacity, or stupidity. You can bemoan it is as a betrayal of democracy. Yet it is in fact a quintessential feature of democracy. Everyone does it. Democrats do it too. They take the long view and tailor it to suit their short-term objectives. They do it because they know they can get away with it.

This is the confidence trap. Democracies are adaptable. Because they are adaptable, they build up long-term problems, comforted by the knowledge that they will adapt to meet them. Debt accumulates; retrenchment is deferred. Democracies are also competitive, which means that politicians will blame each other for their failure to tackle the long-term problems. However, they do it in a way that gives the lie to the urgency, because if it were truly urgent, then they would compromise to fix it. Instead they squabble. They are comforted as they squabble by their knowledge that the system is resilient.

So democracy becomes a game of chicken. When things get really bad, we will adapt. Until they get really bad, we need not adapt, because democracies are ultimately adaptable. Both sides play this game. Games of chicken are harmless, until they go wrong, at which point they become lethal.

THE AFTERMATH

President Obama took the oath of office on January 20, 2009. The new president’s inaugural address was eloquent, civil, and unmemorable. He began by praising his predecessor and thanking him for his help during the transition (Roosevelt had nothing to say in his inaugural about his predecessor, whom he seemed to regard as the embodiment of fear itself). Obama’s first day in office was in keeping with what was to follow. His administration, guided by many of the officials who had presided over the Great Moderation and its unraveling, proceeded to steer a steady course through the ongoing crisis, eschewing radical measures, relying on the tried and tested where possible, and trying to retain a sense of balance. Wall Street was helped through its troubles and so too was the auto industry. Homeowners were given some relief with their mortgages, but only in small doses. A stimulus package of $800 billion was passed. This was a compromise figure that was too high for conservatives and too low for liberals, which left Obama hoping he had got it about right. The budget deficit remained large but never got out of hand. Unemployment kept going up, then it flatlined, then it began a very slow decline. The overall federal debt continued to rise. It was a mixed bag. Nothing too good, nothing too bad, nothing broken beyond repair, nothing fixed beyond some future reckoning.

The piecemeal nature of the response, hemmed in by electoral considerations, limited by short-term time horizons, guided by a pragmatic urge to grasp fleeting opportunities, was in keeping with the fidgety, humdrum quality of modern democracy. But democracies do not like to see themselves reflected in that mirror; they want something more. As Obama tried to manage the crisis he appeared to be simply surfing along with it. The call went out, as it so often does at times of crisis, for “real” democracy, something that might signal a genuine rebirth. Movements sprung up in America, on the right and on the left, that sought the authentic version that had been buried beneath the unsatisfactory outer shell of democratic life. For the Tea Party, authenticity lay with the origins of American democracy at its founding, and in the promise of popular independence from remote central government. For “Occupy Wall Street,” authenticity lay in reassertion of popular control over the institutions of wealth and power that had made American society increasingly unequal over the previous generation. The slogan of Occupy Wall Street—“We are the 99%”—implied that American democracy had become a kind of confidence trick, through which the few had enriched themselves at the expense of the many by means of underhanded practices. After all, if the 99 percent had been aware of what was happening, they could hardly have allowed it. In democracies, 1 percent of the population cannot get their way unless everyone else is being duped. Now, with the crisis, was a chance for the truth to out.

For all their differences, these populist movements had one thing in common: they needed the crisis to get a lot worse for their message to stick. Yet if the crisis got a lot worse, more democratic improvisation would be required, trumping the claims of “real” democracy. The populists were caught in a bind. The idea of the “99%” was both a brilliant slogan and a vapid concept; in democracies, there are never coalitions of the 99 percent; majorities fracture long before they reach such a figure. The 99 percent have far too little in common, except in moments of extremis, at which point emergency action takes over from the long-delayed promise of popular politics.9 For the Tea Party, Obama’s health care legislation, which was passed in highly acrimonious circumstances in 2010, offered the possibility of another focal point for public mistrust of central government. But the inadvertent qualities of democratic politics prevailed: the US Supreme Court eventually endorsed the legislation, with its conservative chief justice crossing partisan lines to rule in its favor. Chief Justice Roberts’s motives remain obscure; he may have wanted to provide himself with cover for even more partisan judgments on even more contentious issues he planned to deliver down the line.10 But the fact remains that in the complex moral and political economy of a long-standing democracy, the search for an authentic popular politics is always liable to run up against the capacity of the system to accommodate piecemeal change.

While the Obama administration was feeling its way, the crisis continued to evolve and spread around the world. Its impact was neither consistent nor uniform: some democracies fared much better than others. In previous global economic crises elected governments everywhere found it very hard to hold on to office. In both the early 1930s and the mid-1970s almost none managed it. This crisis was different. The countries that were shielded from the worst effects of the global recession did not turn on their governments.

By 2012, four years after the crisis broke, many elected leaders who had been in office from the beginning were still around: Manmohan Singh in India, Angela Merkel in Germany, Fredrik Reinfeldt in Sweden, Stephen Harper in Canada, and Recep Erdoğan in Turkey had all retained power for the duration, in contrast to the four years following the Wall Street Crash of 1929, when every democratic state in the world changed its government at least once, and many gave up on democracy altogether. Of the members of the G20, ten still had the same governments at the end of 2012 that they had at the start of 2008, and of these only two were straightforwardly undemocratic (China and Saudi Arabia). In this crisis, democracy did not necessarily represent instability and autocracy continuity. By 2012 China’s political leadership, rocked for the first time by a major scandal involving a party chief, his wife, his police chief, and a murdered British businessman (the “Bo Xilai affair”), and facing the possibility of a delayed economic downturn, looked less stable than some of its democratic counterparts.

The exception to this picture of relative stability was in Europe, outside of Germany and Scandinavia. Once the crisis had spread to infect the Eurozone in 2010, governments across the continent were exposed to the wrath of the voters. Incumbents were defeated in Britain, France, Portugal, Spain, Ireland, Italy, Greece, the Netherlands, Denmark, Belgium, Hungary, and Slovakia. In two of these countries, Italy and Greece, democracy was briefly suspended for a form of technocratic executive rule: appointed experts were given temporary powers to stabilize the economy and pass budget reforms. These experiments with autocracy did not signal the abandonment of democracy; instead, they signaled the propensity of established democracies to try anything in a crisis. The problem, though, was that the respective fates of Italy and Greece were by this point no longer in the hands of their own governments. The Euro had bound them in to an arrangement that left them waiting to be rescued by the country it had been designed to protect them from: Germany. And German democracy, still relatively prosperous, still relatively secure, was in no mood to experiment with radical solutions. German democracy remained set in its ways, which meant European democracy was at its mercy.

The Euro had been intended to provide a framework of financial stability for the continent as a whole, marking a definitive break with Europe’s long history of conflict and misadventure. However, the promise of stability produced inattention and complacency. Countries that had been used to hard choices took advantage of the new arrangements to take the easy option. Some borrowed, some spent, some consumed, some saved, but each followed the path of least resistance within the contours of the new system. This was not a morality tale. Europe’s southern democracies did not indulge in greed or sloth at the expense of the Germans any more than the Germans indulged in greed or duplicity at the expense of their southern neighbors. It was simply a tale of drift. The Euro, designed to prevent wild fluctuations of fortune, created the conditions in which difficult questions could be shirked. If democracies can shirk difficult questions, they will. But eventually they have to be faced.

The crisis exposed the unresolved tension at the heart of the Euro, between the collective fate of a union of democracies and their continuing ability to determine their own fate. Usually, this is expressed as the tension between monetary union and fiscal disunion; countries that shared a common currency nonetheless retained the freedom to decide for themselves how much they could tax and spend (rules intended to set some constraints to that freedom—in the form of budget deficit limits—having been routinely ignored). The result was a set of imbalances. Germany saves and exports; southern Europe spends and imports; France stands somewhere in between. There is now no avoiding some very hard choices: either European states like Greece and Spain, which can no longer export their way out of recession because of the currency they share with the Germans, face the prospect of years of grinding austerity; the alternative, which is for Germany to allow the collectivization of European debt, means large transfers of resources from north to south. The Euro, which was meant to cement European solidarity, has instead exposed its limits.

But there is another tension at work between different ideas of the urgency of the crisis itself. Does it require an all-or-nothing solution or a wait-and-see approach? Before one of the interminable series of make-or-break summits that have marked the Euro crisis since 2010—this one in Brussels in December 2011—the two leading political actors in the drama expressed opposed views on this question. Nicolas Sarkozy, then president of France, announced “that Europe has never been in so much danger.” Action had to be taken now; get it wrong and “there will be no second chance.” Angela Merkel wanted people to know that it was important not to be rushed. “The European crisis will not be solved in one fell swoop,” she declared. “It is a process and this process will take years.”11

Here are the two sides of the democratic mindset: it is too soon to act and it is never too soon to act. This is another version of the confidence trap. The knowledge that democracies can adapt encourages delay; delay encourages drift; fear of drift encourages precipitate action; precipitate action encourages mistakes; mistakes encourage caution. So it goes on. There is always reason to try the piecemeal approach and there is always reason to reject it. We muddle on because we know that muddling on has been sufficient in the past; we also know that muddling on increases the risk that we will lose control of events.

This predicament remains unresolved. And so, for now, does the Euro crisis.


EPILOGUE

The Confidence Trap

THE LONG AND THE SHORT

THE HISTORY OF DEMOCRACY AND CRISIS OVER THE last hundred years shows repeated patterns of behavior: misapprehension, confusion, brinkmanship, experimentation, recovery. Democracies are not good at spotting crises before they occur. They ignore the warning signs of impending trouble. At the same time, they overreact to the routine hiccups of political life, which adds to the air of distraction. Scandals grip democracies while systemic failings get overlooked. Democracies lack a sense of perspective. This produces repeated crises as mistakes mount up. But it also enables democracies to escape from crises, because no single mistake is ever conclusive. Democracies continue to adjust, adapt, and find a way through. This process is not pretty, and it creates a pervasive feeling of disappointment. In crises there is always the hope that something more fundamental will be revealed. The search goes out for real democracy, the true story concealed behind the mess of democratic life. This quest is invariably fruitless. The confusion that produces the crisis is the same confusion that dissolves it over time. Alongside the disappointment and frustration comes a lingering complacency. Democracies survive their mistakes. So the mistakes keep coming.

The current crisis fits this pattern. It was not anticipated. It was caused by a mixture of complacency and skittishness. It has generated a series of improvised solutions that have prevented the worst from happening. At the same time, frustration with all this improvisation has continued to mount. We want something more: a resolution that is in keeping with the scale of the problem and with the scale of the greed and ineptitude that brought it about. The hope persists that we might achieve a fundamental rescue of democracy, one that finally breaks the cycle of crisis and recovery. But that hope has to compete with a corresponding fear that piecemeal solutions are merely papering over the cracks. At some point the repeated failings of democracy will catch up with it. As we muddle our way through this crisis, from summit to summit and election to election, it is tempting to think the real story about democracy is being concealed. The reckoning is still to come.

If the pattern repeats itself, these hopes and fears will remain unrealized. Muddling through is the true story; the reckoning never arrives. When they have no choice, democracies adapt, often reluctantly and almost always inadvertently. In the adjustment there are winners and losers, though these rarely correspond with the heroes and villains of the drama. It is one of the unavoidable frustrations of modern democracy that we don’t get to dole out punishment commensurate with the scale of the crisis. Defeated dictators can be torn apart by the mob; defeated democratic politicians retire in comfort to compose their self-justifying memoirs. Elections reinforce the inconclusive quality of democratic life; they bring change, but they do not bring closure. Because we prevent our leaders from doing their worst, we never get to decide which ones deserve the ultimate sanction. Max Weber remarked in 1919 that his idea of democracy was a system in which elected leaders are given absolute powers, on the understanding that if they fail the people can send them to the gallows. That is not how modern democracy works. In democracies, there is no final settling of accounts. There is just an endless putting off of the evil day.

But how can we be sure the pattern will keep repeating itself? We can’t. We should not assume that democracies will always be able improvise a solution to whatever challenges they face. There is nothing about democracy that guarantees this will happen; it is simply more likely to happen under democracy than any other system of government. The assumption that it is bound to happen increases the likelihood it will stop happening. It breeds the sort of complacency that allows dangerous crises to build up, invites decisive action to be deferred, and encourages brinkmanship. This is tempting fate. Crises do not come in neat packages waiting for democracies to work out how to solve them. Their dimensions vary, their causes vary, and their consequences vary. Some are more dangerous than others. The crises I have described in this book all contained moments of real peril, even if the perils were ultimately overcome. The next crisis might take a form that makes it much harder to overcome. And if we do overcome the next crisis, there is always the one after that. Because on this pattern there is no final crisis, it is hard to see how the sequence can continue indefinitely. No end to crisis means a never-ending risk of encountering the crisis that is too great to solve.

As well as being cyclical, the history of democracy and crisis in the modern age is cumulative. The experience of crisis builds up over time: no crisis is quite like the one before, because the one before is always there to serve as a warning and a temptation. The repeated sequence of democratic crises over the past hundred years also describes a single, overarching narrative. It is, as I said in the preface to this book, an obvious success story. The democracies of the West emerged from the twentieth century as the richest and most powerful states the world has ever seen, having overcome the many challenges they encountered on the way. They defeated their enemies and enabled their citizens to prosper. But success on that scale comes at a price. It has helped blind the democracies to the enduring threats they face. On this version of events, the iterated pattern of democratic crisis—the endless quickstep from failure to success, from success to failure—is a distraction from the underlying story. The cumulative success of democracy has created the conditions for systemic failure. The time may be past for muddling through. Democracies must either confront their endemic indebtedness, their growing inequality, and their environmental irresponsibility, or they will find themselves beyond rescue.

Here are two ways of thinking about the current state of democracy: On one view the present crisis is not so different from previous crises, which means we will eventually stumble across a solution. The alternative view is that the present crisis is the cumulative result of previous crises, in which case we will need to make a more fundamental adjustment. Which is right? Is this crisis a temporary glitch or a permanent watershed? One reason to think it might be a watershed is that it signals the unraveling of an extended political/economic experiment. In this book I have concentrated on relatively short cycles of crisis and its aftermath: one every ten to fifteen years, or half a generation (which was Kennan’s original estimate for the likely span of the Cold War). But there are also transgenerational shifts. The forty-plus years of the Cold War was one. Another is the near-forty-year arc from the birth of the post–Bretton Woods order in the 1970s to its apparent demise in the current crisis.

This was the age of “neoliberalism”: open markets, deregulation of finance, rapid currency flows, regressive taxation.1 Many people have come to see it as a prolonged conspiracy against democracy: unfettered global capitalism enriched the few at the expense of the many. Now we have a once-in-a-generation opportunity to rebuild democracy from the ground up, to make it more equal, more livable, more stable. However, neoliberalism still has its champions, who draw a very different moral from its failure. The real story of the last forty years has been the inability of advanced democratic societies to tackle their propensity to overspend. The damage of the previous forty years of Keynesianism has never been undone. The current crisis is a crisis of democratic indebtedness, not of oligarchic greed. It provides a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to retrench.

This argument has been played out in many different forms: it’s Nancy Pelosi vs. Paul Ryan, Paul Krugman vs. Niall Ferguson, Ed Balls vs. George Osborne, François Hollande vs. Angela Merkel.2 It is a version of the argument that has always accompanied democracy. The doubters think democracy is in danger of becoming a confidence trick. Its champions think it has been the victim of a confidence trick. Both are looking to the crisis as a moment of truth. But one big difference between the twenty-first-century version of this argument and earlier incarnations is that where both sides would once have hesitated to call themselves democrats (for most of the nineteenth century even the supporters of democracy were careful to distance themselves from the classical form of politics known as “democracy”), now both sides call themselves democrats, even the doubters. Notwithstanding the current crisis, few people in the West are giving up on democracy just yet. The ideological alternatives remain deeply unappealing. There is a pervasive fear that China is gaining the upper hand. Countless books forecast coming Chinese dominance. But the fellow travelers of Chinese state capitalism in the West are very thin on the ground. We worry about the Chinese threat; we don’t want to emulate it. When western states experiment with technocracy, it is in the cause of preserving their democracies, not abandoning them. For most of us, democracy is still the only game in town.

This is the other overarching story of the last hundred years: our growing knowledge of the lasting appeal of democracy. At the start of the twentieth century democracy was a largely untried and untested form of politics. It aroused wild hopes and equally wild fears. No one really knew what it might bring. Each crisis was expected to be the last. But over time and through a succession of crises, democracy has spread, strengthened, and endured. Now, in many parts of the world, it looks entrenched. During that time, and particularly during the past few decades, we have learned a lot about how this process works. There does appear to be a confidence threshold for any successful democracy. Once the threshold is passed, it becomes very unlikely that the move to democracy will be reversed.

This threshold is confirmed by the empirical data. No democracy has reverted to autocratic government once per capita GDP has risen above $7,000.3 When it reaches a certain level of prosperity, democracy reinforces itself; with the arrival of material comforts the high risk, high stakes game of authoritarian politics loses its appeal.4 There also seems to be a demographic threshold for stable democracy. Countries where the median age is in the twenties or below are much less likely to wait out a democratic crisis than countries where it is in the thirties or above.5 Young people, especially young men, are impatient and reckless: they want immediate results. Older people are more willing to give things time; they learn to live with the tentative, experimental quality of democratic politics.

There are still many parts of the world that fall well below both these thresholds, including in Africa and much of the Middle East. (For comparison, per capita GDP [PPP] in Egypt is currently around $6,500, and the median age is twenty-five; the figures for Iraq are $4,000 and twenty-one; for the Democratic Republic of the Congo, one of the least stable states in the world, they are $400 and eighteen.) In many of these places democracy looks fragile, and in some it looks practically impossible. But where it is established, it looks secure.

The existence of these thresholds is hard to square with the apparent uncertainty generated by repeated democratic crises in the West. Where is the risk for democracy if it is so secure? One way to keep the doubts about democracy alive is to raise the threshold for what counts as proof of durability. In 1951 the economist Kenneth Arrow argued that democratic decision making would have to be heavily constrained if it was not to be entirely arbitrary; on his account there could be no such thing as a stable democracy. This work earned him a Nobel Prize. In 2008 the octogenarian Arrow was asked in an interview how he reconciled his views about the “impossibility” of democracy with its enduring strength over the course of his professional lifetime. Didn’t the success of democracy show he had been wrong? No, Arrow replied. It simply showed that it was too soon to pass final judgment. The instability was just getting going.6

It is always possible to adjust the time frame to suit the argument you want to make about democracy. Any lasting success can be made to seem temporary by expanding your time horizons (look at the ancients!), just as any fleeting failure can be made to look definitive by fixating on the present (look at us!). Nothing gets resolved this way. The real story of democracy is that the long view and the short view must coexist. One never trumps the other. The ongoing success of democracy creates the conditions for repeated failures, just as repeated failures are a precondition for its ongoing success. It is a permanent relationship. It is also an unstable one. The instability is where the real risks lie.

This claim is consistent with what we know about democracy, and with what we still don’t know. It fits with our growing knowledge of the existence of a confidence threshold. The academic focus has been on the threshold itself, that magical line that divides stable from unstable societies, the rich from the poor, the secure from the insecure. Given the vast differentials that continue to exist between parts of the developed and the developing world—the world’s richest and poorest countries are as far apart as they have ever been—it is understandable that social scientists should want to pin down what makes the difference.7 But as we discover more about the line that separates out successful states from the failures—and the role that democracy can play in crossing it—we still know next to nothing about what it means for successful democracies to fail. We remain ignorant of the risks that come with living on the other side of the confidence threshold.

In this book I have looked at the crises that afflict democratic societies that have crossed the threshold. There, as Tocqueville saw, it is impossible to find the line that separates success from failure. They go hand in hand. Lots of little failures combine to produce lasting success. What we don’t know is whether the little failures might yet combine to produce lasting failure. There may be a point past which the repeated distractions of democratic life turn into a cumulative disaster. We can’t be sure. It has never yet happened that a prosperous, stable democracy—one with plenty of wealthy, long-lived citizens—has ceased to be a democracy. But it would be absurd to think it could never happen.

Present-day Greece is well above the relevant thresholds for democratic stability. Its per capita GDP, though falling fast, is still over $25,000. The median age of its population is forty-three, one of the highest figures in the world. It seems highly unlikely that if the present crisis worsens, and Greek GDP continues to fall, Greek democracy would remain secure all the way down to the threshold of $7,000. It is just as hard to see how Greek democracy can remain secure if the median age continues to rise; societies with an imbalance of pensioners to wage earners will always have great difficulty paying their way. Is there a median age threshold above which democracy becomes unsustainable? For now, we have no idea.

Political scientists answer the big questions for which they have the historical evidence, questions about the move from disorder to order, from war to peace, from the democracies that fail to the democracies that succeed. They want to know, as Fukuyama put it in a recent book, “how to get to Denmark,” perhaps the most livable society on earth, a prosperous, stable, experimental, law-abiding, well-governed state.8 Is it worth asking what happens when Denmark ceases to be Denmark? Perhaps not; we have so little to go on. But that doesn’t mean we should discount the possibility.

Stable democratic societies focus on the details of their politics and how to improve them. There is room to improve any democracy, even Denmark. Small problems can be addressed with patience and perseverance; we can recalibrate voting systems, try to render welfare more efficient, find new ways to promote social cohesion. The evidence political science supplies can help in making these improvements. But political science cannot help us discover when choosing to concentrate on little improvements is evidence, not of progress, but of fatal complacency.

Secure democracies are not all alike. Denmark is very different from the United States; both are very different from Japan. The spread of democracy over the past hundred years has greatly increased the variety of democratic experiences. The single, overarching narrative of the success of democracy has multiple different strands. There is more experimentation going on than ever. Many democracies are now in the position that Tocqueville thought was a unique privilege of the Americans, with the ability to make reparable mistakes.

The evidence of those different experiments is growing all the time, offering more examples of what is possible. Want an education system that works? Try Finland. A banking system that works? Try Canada. Environmental safeguards? Try Australia. Each of these experiments is subject to its own forms of democratic skittishness (many Finns think their education system in is crisis; many Canadians think their economy is underperforming; many Australians think their environmental safeguards are oppressive). Democracies remain bad at learning from each other’s example; they still tend to privilege their own experiences. But for the democracies that want to learn, there are plenty of examples to choose from.

At the same time, the world’s democracies are more interconnected than ever before. They are bound together by complex financial instruments, shared institutional arrangements, and global technological networks. Failure in one place can have wholly unexpected repercussions somewhere else. A bad bank in one country can infect confidence in the entire system. So there is always a danger that the proliferation of experimentation will create unsustainable collective risks. A world in which everyone feels they have the ability to make reparable mistakes may be one in which no one is safe.

The spread and growth of democracy has generated the possibility of collective failure. Yet the spread and growth of democracy remains our best bet against the possibility of collective failure, because democracies are always trying something new. The advantages of democracy are inseparable from the risks. There is no way to access the former without incurring the latter. The long-term strength of democracy comes from its short-term restlessness; it is also at risk of being undermined by its short-term restlessness. The short-term restlessness is at risk of being undermined by the knowledge of its long-term strength. Democracies succeed because they fail and they fail because they succeed. There is no way around this.

The future for democracy remains open. There are grounds for hope and there are grounds for fear. Often these are the same grounds; a single event can be the source of both optimism and pessimism. That is true of the present crisis. It does not fit into one or the other of the stories I outlined earlier. It fits into both. It is part of a repeated pattern of crisis and recovery. It is consistent with an overarching narrative of cumulative success and eventual failure. I do not know what will happen. No one does (and anyone who says they know what the future holds for democracy is either deluded or lying). But it is possible to say where the challenges lie.

FOUR CHALLENGES

In the preface I identified four areas where the established democracies have performed poorly over the past decade: they have fought unsuccessful wars, mismanaged their finances, failed to take meaningful action on climate change, and seemed frozen in the face of China’s growing power. The present crisis has highlighted these failures. Yet the present crisis is not the end of the story. These are the four fundamental challenges that any political system has to face: war, finance, environmental threat, and the existence of a plausible rival. Whatever the result of the present crisis, the challenges are not going away. I will briefly consider each in turn.

War

There is solid evidence from the past century for two general conclusions about democracy and war. First, democracies do not go to war with each other. Second, in the wars they do fight, democracies win far more often than they lose (most estimates put the success rate at above 75 percent).9 The recent struggles of the Western democracies to prosecute wars in Iraq and Afghanistan illustrate some of the limitations of these maxims, but they do not refute them. Democratic peace theory helped to promote a reckless optimism about fighting wars for peace. These wars did not end in victory and they have not resulted in peace. Nonetheless, they have not been outright defeats. The democracies have fallen out among themselves, but they have not started fighting each other. The wars of the past decade have been relative failures, not absolute ones.

The reason that democracies do not fight each other is connected to the reason that democracies do not often lose the wars they fight. The structure of democratic politics (regular elections, a free press, civilian control of the military) makes democratic politicians wary of needless conflicts. They are regularly reminded of the costs and risks. When they do find themselves at war, they are less likely than autocrats to fall prey to wishful thinking and double down on their mistakes. They will adapt rather than lose.

But it does not follow that democracies have learned how to avoid unwinnable wars. The evidence of recent years is sufficient to disprove that idea. The successes of democracy in war and peace have more to do with what Tocqueville called the “untimeliness” of democratic life than with any superior grasp of what is at stake. Democracies find it harder than autocracies to commit to war; there are too many competing interests that have to be aligned first. When those interests are eventually aligned, democracies have a range of resources to draw on that makes them formidable adversaries. This provides double insulation against war between democracies. It is very difficult for any two democracies to get their act together to fight each other at the same time, and if they did, both sides would be given pause by the thought of what they were up against.

Democratic untimeliness is not simply a delaying device. It also means that mistakes will keep happening. The fractured and inattentive quality of democratic life provides opportunities for reckless behavior as well as caution. Political systems that make it difficult to gather the resources needed for war make it tempting to fight wars on the sly. Democracies increasingly find themselves engaged in military conflicts being conducted away from the public glare, fought by proxies, special forces, unmanned drones. The institutional barriers in the way of garnering public support for war can result in bypassing the public instead of bypassing the war. Equally, the difficulty of holding together public support means that long wars are dangerous for democracies. Attention starts to drift, distractions get in the way, indifference mounts. The same qualities that make democracies reluctant to fight can get them stuck fighting wars they lack the ability to end.

The spread of democracy has lessened the likelihood of war in many parts of the world. But this is not a story about growing wisdom or self-control on the part of the democracies. It is an inadvertent achievement, which makes it an endlessly frustrating one. Why can’t we access the peaceful benefits of democracy more directly? It is always tempting to try. But forcing the advantages of democracy tends to undermine them. It does not work to accelerate the progress of democracy in the hope of accelerating the progress of peace. The democracies that do the accelerating squander the benefits of caution. Yet simply waiting for the peace to unfold at its own pace encourages passivity and fatalism. It makes it more likely that needless wars will slip between the gaps of democratic attention spans.

The current crisis in Europe has led to some dire warnings of a return to the wars and violence that scarred the continent for most of its history. This is scaremongering. Europe’s democracies will not be going to war with each other any time soon. It is almost impossible to imagine the circumstances in which their interests could be so fundamentally misaligned as to allow their people to think it was worth it. Or rather, it is impossible to imagine those circumstances without also envisaging that democracy had ceased to function. Some future economic or environmental catastrophe could push Europe back to a state of internecine war. But the catastrophe would have to be on a sufficient scale that Europe’s democratic institutions had been destroyed first.

Peace between democracies is not an illusion; it is real and it is robust. The clock is not going to turn back to the start of the twentieth century. But the relationship between democracy and war will continue to be unstable. There are two reasons for this. First, as democracies distance themselves from war—as their people become less tolerant of it and less used to it—they create the space for more, not fewer, military misadventures. Small-scale wars, proxy wars, clandestine wars, wars that go by another name (“peace operations”), are all likely to continue to proliferate in an age of public disengagement from military conflict. Second, where a preference for peace is entrenched, only major shocks will be capable of generating the popular support required for outright war (the sort of war in which democracies can make the most of their advantages of adaptability and resourcefulness). A future war between the European Union and some external foe is possible to imagine (it is certainly easier to imagine than any renewal of hostilities between Germany and France). But given the inherent difficulties of aligning the people of Europe for war, it would take a very significant disruption to bring it about. Disruptions on that scale have unpredictable consequences. The deeper the peace that precedes them, the more unpredictable the consequences will be.

The democratic peace is self-reinforcing but it is not self-fulfilling. As peace becomes the default option for democracies, war does not disappear. Instead it becomes harder to control. Democratic stability always creates the conditions for complacency and recklessness. War and peace are no exceptions.

Finance

The pattern of behavior I have identified for democracies has clear parallels with the way financial markets behave. The benefit of having free markets goes along with repeated short-term failures. This produces growth in the long run punctuated by regular crises and other mishaps. Market participants are not good at spotting which are the real crises and which are the mishaps. There is a tendency to talk up the imminent prospect of collapse; at the same time, there is a tendency to discount it, because so much of it turns out to be talk.

As the old joke says, economists have predicted six of the last three recessions (just as political commentators have predicted at least six of the last three crises of democracy). Over time, this breeds complacency. Like democracies, markets go through endless minor dislocations that often serve to conceal their underlying problems. Well-functioning markets can be broadly efficient. But knowing about the efficiency of markets causes participants to behave in ways that undermine it. Confidence in the market turns to overconfidence; overconfidence leads to a crash; the crash provokes a crisis of confidence; the crisis of confidence requires adaptation; adaptation sooner or later leads to recovery; recovery creates new forms of moral hazard.

At moments of financial crisis it is tempting to think the market has been exposed a confidence trick. Its critics, from Marx on, have always hoped that each crisis will prove to be the moment of truth. But it is more accurate to say markets get caught in a trap. They fall victim to their own successes: feedback loops inflate the value of good news to the point where bad news gets drowned out.10 As the economists George Akerlof and Robert Schiller point out in their book Animal Spirits, market failures do not prove that market behavior is irrational. Markets run on confidence, and there are often good grounds for that confidence. But even when we have good grounds for confidence in something, we can quickly become overconfident, because confidence is a form of trust, “and the very meaning of trust is that we go beyond the rational.”11 The better markets work, the more trust people have in them; the more trust people have in them, the more likely they are to go wrong.

The investor George Soros has coined the term “reflexivity” to describe the inbuilt tendency of financial markets to distort the information they supply. Writing in 1994, he saw an obvious political parallel. Market failures were analogous to the systemic failure of the Soviet Union, which had been unable to escape its own informational biases, to the point where the information it was supplying had become entirely detached from reality.12 Soros argued that the answer to reflexivity was more democracy, which would ensure that closed feedback loops are opened up to competing sources of information. However, democracies are also subject to reflexivity. They too place excessive faith in the evidence they have of their own reliability. Because that faith is better grounded than the faith people place in autocratic systems of government—and because democracies are better at recovering from crises than autocracies—it is harder to correct for. Soros was wrong; markets do not fail like autocracies fail. The Soviet Union was a confidence trick and it eventually fell apart like a house of cards. Markets fail like democracies fail.

To say that democracies are analogous to markets is not to say that democracies are markets: markets for influence, markets for votes. Politics cannot be reduced to economics in this way. Democracies do things that markets can’t. Democracies fight wars. Markets don’t. What’s more, democracies are able to correct for market failures; the long history of the adaptability of democratic politicians at times of economic crisis is evidence of that. Democracies operate to their own cycles of confidence, overconfidence, and failure. These can work against market cycles. But not always.

In the aftermath of democracy’s triumph in the Cold War, and the victory of the free market over the planned economy, economists came to believe in democracy at the same time that politicians came to believe in markets. As a result, no one wanted to say that things were getting out of hand: the bankers did not want to call out the politicians; the politicians did not want to call out the bankers. This is a particularly dangerous form of reflexivity. It is unlikely to happen again for a while, but when it does the consequences could be devastating.

Democracies do not only go wrong when they come to place excessive faith in markets. The successful regulation of markets is also subject to the inherent tendency of democracies to be spoiled by success. Lessons learned always create the room for more mistakes. The system of international financial regulation that emerged after the Great Depression and the Second World War eventually fell apart in the 1970s. The discipline of Bretton Woods gave the democracies room to follow the path of least resistance. When the United States pulled the plug on Bretton Woods, Western democracy did not fall apart. It groped its way toward a new system and adapted to make it work; then the democracies pushed that system to its limits and beyond. Now we are groping for something else. On these forty-year cycles, the next global financial crisis will come at the midpoint of the century. But only if nothing else goes seriously wrong first.

There are bigger cycles than the forty years’ ones. Democracies have very long-term advantages when it comes to finance.13 Over their modern history, established democracies have gained credibility for the repayment of debts, which means they are able to borrow more cheaply. The institutional constraints that operate on democratic leaders make it hard for them to behave with sustained fiscal irresponsibility. Democracies do still sometimes default, but much less often than autocratic regimes. At the same time, the short-term pressures that operate on democratic leaders make it hard for them to impose fiscal discipline. The voters don’t like it. So they will take advantage of the long-term credibility of democracies to follow the path of least resistance and push the system to its limits.

The most apocalyptic warnings coming out of the present crisis argue that this tendency to push their luck will lead the democracies to ruin in the end. Eventually, not just fringe players like Greece but also major democracies like the United States will have to default, because their debt burden will become unsustainable. This too is scaremongering. American democracy is not going to indulge itself to the point where a full-scale default becomes the only option. The institutional constraints on sustained fiscal irresponsibility would kick in before then. The real problem is not that the United States will knowingly walk off a cliff. It is that no one knows where the edge of the cliff is, or which of the intermediate ridges along the way—the lesser “fiscal cliffs”—pose real danger.

Democracies do not morph into giant Ponzi schemes like the Soviet Union. The idea, sometimes floated, that American social security has become such a scheme is absurd. But democracies do find it hard to distinguish false alarms from real ones. The danger is that US democracy will get itself into more trouble than it realizes because it will be unable to tell apart the point when deferring retrenchment keeps its options open from the point when deferring retrenchment closes them down. Credible systems, like credible banks, can find they lose credibility quickly and unexpectedly. At that point, the democratic ability to adapt is likely to run up against the lack of available options. No functioning democracy will choose to prop up its unaffordable social security system beyond the point that it can make the payments on its debt. But a democracy may find that it props up its social security system beyond the point where it gets to make that choice for itself. We simply don’t know how robust democracy will prove under those circumstances.

As I say, the next financial crisis is due in about forty years. But only if nothing else goes wrong first.

Environment

Why have the democracies done so little to tackle climate change? There have been frequent summits, endless warnings from experts, and numerous pledges from politicians. But decisive action has been almost entirely absent. One explanation is that the science of climate change is too complicated for democratic publics to understand. Faced with complexity most people retreat into what they think they can understand for themselves. The full effects of climate change will not be experienced for a long time; for now, there is no clear pattern of disruption. Meanwhile, the short-term costs of taking action can be immediately felt, in the form of taxes on energy consumption and a drag on growth. Given a choice between a vague threat of future disaster and a clear threat to present prosperity, democracies will always plump to avoid the latter.

This is the traditional complaint against democracy: people don’t know what’s good for them. Democracies prioritize immediate over future experiences, simplicity over complexity, gut instinct over science. The openness of democratic societies doesn’t simply encourage the free exchange of ideas; it also allows room for antiscientific prejudices to flourish. The Victorian lawyer and historian Henry Maine, in one of most widely read nineteenth-century laments against the coming age of democracy, made this point. In the contest between science and democracy, science is always the loser. He wrote:

The gradual establishment of the masses in power is the blackest omen for all legislation founded on scientific opinion, which requires tension of mind to understand it and self-denial to submit to it.14

However, this is hard to square with the evidence of the twentieth century. Western democracies promoted scientific achievement and technological advance; their publics more or less happily submitted to the advantages these brought. It was autocracies that ended up stifling science, because they couldn’t adapt to accommodate its benefits. Autocratic regimes are the worst polluters and the greatest squanderers of natural resources. Over time democracies make far better use of their resources because they are far more resourceful.

So there is an alternative explanation. The democracies have failed to act not because they are stupid, but because they know they are not stupid and will take the necessary action when it is required. In his 2007 film An Inconvenient Truth, Al Gore rejects the idea that climate change is simply too difficult for democracies to know how to address. Democracies have overcome all of the most serious challenges they faced in the past, as Gore reminds his American audience at the end of the film.

Are we as Americans capable of doing great things even though they are difficult? Are we capable of rising above ourselves and above history? Well, the record indicates that we do have that capacity. We formed a nation. We fought a revolution and brought something new to this Earth, a free nation guaranteeing individual liberty. America made a moral decision that slavery was wrong and that we could not be half free and half slave. We, as Americans, decided that of course women should have the right vote. We defeated totalitarianism and won a war in the Pacific and the Atlantic simultaneously. We desegregated our schools and cured some diseases like polio. We landed on the moon, the very best example of what’s possible when we are at our best.15

Gore intends this stirring peroration as a call to arms: we did all that, so surely we can do this. But it can be read the other way. The fact that we did all that could make us think that we’ll get around to dealing with this when we need to, confident that we have always got our act together in the past. And that could be a recipe for disaster if climate change (unlike the various challenges Gore listed) requires preemptive action.

One of the dangers of overconfidence is an assumption that any difficulty you face is simply a replication of some difficulty you have overcome in the past. Gore is not the only one to fall into this trap. Climate change is routinely characterized as a “moon-shot” challenge, or as a “greatest generation” challenge, or as a technology/innovation challenge like the eradication of a disease. The hope is that this familiar frame of reference will give us the impetus to act. The risk comes if climate change doesn’t fall into any of these categories. Drawing encouragement from the historical record makes it hard to know whether this time is different. If it is different, we may not find out until it’s too late.

Another risk is that bundling together the accomplishments of democracies in meeting past challenges ignores how different those challenges were. Tackling climate change may require a combination of forms of democratic adaptability that don’t sit easily together. Established democracies have two basic strengths in the face of existential threats. The first is their ability to pull together when the threat becomes too big to ignore, for instance when they find themselves under direct attack. The second is their ability to keep experimenting and adapting to the challenges they encounter, so that no danger becomes overwhelming. In the first case, democracies face up to the threat, but only when it gets really serious. In the second, they sidestep it.

In the case of climate change, these two possibilities may work against each other. Optimists insist that technological innovation will solve the problem.16 They point to repeated warnings in the past about imminent environmental catastrophe that have turned out to be hot air. Open societies trade on prophecies of doom. In the 1860s Britain was warned that it was ruined because it was running out of coal (John Stuart Mill was one of the doom-mongers). Yet in the 1860s coal production had barely got going. In the 1890s New Yorkers were told they faced being buried under a tide of horse manure. Then someone invented the motorcar. In the 1960s the world faced disaster from “global cooling.” In the 1970s it was the collapse of the food supply in the face of a population explosion. In the 1980s it was the hole in the ozone layer. These problems were solved by adaptation and innovation rather than by extreme measures and political coercion. Politicians can encourage innovation. But they can also stifle it by overreacting to perceived threats. When environmental disaster looms, your best bet is to keep your options open.17

Optimism, however, can also be a form of fatalism. Just because democracies have been guilty of crying wolf in the past doesn’t mean there is no wolf out there. Keeping your options open also means closing them down in one crucial respect, because it rules out decisive political action. Or rather, it rules it out until the wolf is so close no one could doubt its existence. In the case of climate change, that would be waiting too long. If at some point we need to draw on the collective resilience of democratic societies to combat climate change—their ability to adapt to straitened circumstances when they have to—then an overreliance on their experimental qualities will be a barrier to action. If one keeps sidestepping a challenge, it becomes hard to know when it is time to face up to it.

Gore was right that democracies have the capacity to deal with climate change. They have the experimental adaptability, and they have the collective resilience under duress. The problem is that they don’t know which one they need first. The knowledge that democracies have of their long-term strengths does not tell them how to access those strengths at the right moment. If anything it makes it harder. That is why climate change is so dangerous for democracies. It represents the potentially fatal version of the confidence trap.

Rivals

China is sometimes said to have an advantage over the West when it comes to tackling the challenges I have been discussing: war, finance, climate change. The Chinese authorities are not hamstrung by the need for public consultation. They can take decisive action without fear of the electoral consequences, allowing them to impose short-term costs for the sake of long-term benefits. This is the advantage of autocratic systems that Tocqueville identified: they are better at thinking about the long term in the short term. But it is only a limited benefit because they get stuck with the choices they make. Autocratic regimes are far less likely to own up to their mistakes and change course when required. They are more likely to change course on a whim. Nor is it true that autocratic regimes can simply ride roughshod over public opinion. Unelected leaders are often more nervous of public opinion than elected ones, because they have even less of an idea of what the public is thinking.

We are caught between a sense of our relative weakness compared to China and our relative strength. The Chinese have a range of short-term advantages. Unlike past communist regimes, they are not constrained by ideology. Unlike democracies, they are not constrained by constitutional checks and balances. They can enforce technocratic solutions to economic problems more easily than we can. For now, the Chinese authorities have been relatively successful in managing the effects of the crash of 2008 (certainly they have been more successful than the Europeans). In this they are greatly helped by the limits they have imposed on the investment opportunities available to ordinary Chinese citizens—central policy is more effective when the escape routes are closed off. China does not feel tempted to fight wars for the sake of justice and morality, as some Western democracies have been doing over the past decade. The Chinese can be as pragmatic (that is, unprincipled) as they like in seeking to expand their global influence. Yet we also know that in the long run autocratic regimes struggle to match the rising expectation of their populations and to meet their growing demand for a greater say in their government. China is still a relatively poor country in terms of per capita GDP, and it has a vast population. It is hard to see how the present regime can keep a lid on its discontents as it continues to grow.

China stands in relation to the West in the twenty-first century as Tocqueville thought European monarchy stood in relation to American democracy in the nineteenth. Democracy had the long-term advantages, but in the interim it risked being outmaneuvered by less consultative and more decisive autocratic regimes. This creates a dangerous world in which both sides are liable to miscalculate: democracies might shirk an immediate challenge in the hope that their long-term strengths would tell eventually; autocracies might try to preempt their disadvantages by seeking a confrontation in the short term. The relationship between democracy and autocracy is always unpredictable and unstable.

Nonetheless, Tocqueville saw some benefits from the mismatch. Democracies needed plausible rivals in order to puncture their complacency. In the nineteenth century America’s role was to show Europe that democracy was possible; Europe’s role was to show America that it was not inevitable. Tocqueville hoped each side might learn something from the other. But a kind of paradox was at work here: democracies needed autocracies to keep them honest and stop them drifting along with their fate, but the existence of autocracies was dangerous for democracies because it drew them into volatile relationships. Anything that can puncture the complacency of democracies threatens them with challenges they may not know how to deal with. The rise of China places the West in a similar position today.

Of course, there are big differences between then and now. One is the spread of democracy beyond Europe and the United States to many other parts of the world. It may be that democratic India’s rivalry with China will turn out to be the central political contest of the twenty-first century. But Indian democracy is hardly immune from the promise and temptations of democracy that Tocqueville identified. In some ways India is the contemporary state that most closely fits the nineteenth-century American version Tocqueville encountered: formally egalitarian but deeply hierarchical; a relatively weak center; chaotic but robust. India has been growing almost as fast as China over the past two decades, but it has not caught up with China on many quality-of-life measures: life expectancy in India is around ten years lower (64.4 to 73.5) and the country lags behind on various standards of health and education.18 India is running into difficulties as its current economic model strains to accommodate the multiple demands of its democratic politics. But that politics remains more adaptable than its Chinese counterpart. The hope is that India will outperform China in the long run. The fear is that the short run will get in the way first.

Since Tocqueville wrote, there has been a multiplication of different models of autocratic government, especially in the period since the end of the Cold War. The contest is no longer with monarchy, nor simply with dictatorship. Autocrats have learned to cherry pick some of the tools of democracy to blur the edges between the two systems. These hybrid regimes have acquired various different names: “competitive authoritarianism,” “exclusionary democracy,” “semiauthoritarianism,” “defective democracy,” or simply “mixed regimes.” Vladimir Putin’s Russia exemplifies one version: repression is combined with liberalization, and elections coexist with entrenched power elites. Predictions that Russia would be swept along by the democratic tide following the collapse of the Soviet Union have turned out to be mistaken. Russia has not turned into a democracy. It has turned into a pseudo-democratic kleptocracy, in which people use money to get power and power to get money.

Autocrats have turned out to be better at picking up tips from their democratic rivals than the other way round. Putin has learned to mimic some of the flexibility of democratic leaders in order to maintain his hold on power. His regime has an air of permanence born of its brutal adaptability. The Chinese authorities have learned from the West (many of the present generation of leaders studied in the West), and also from their own mistakes in the past: a calamity like the famine of 1958–62 is highly unlikely to be repeated.19 During the Arab spring, some autocratic regimes have proved more adept than others in discovering how to cling on: intransigence does not pay; flexibility does, particularly when it contains its own forms of ruthlessness.

Nonetheless, this is flexibility within limits. Autocracy remains a one-way bet, even when it is combined with elements of democracy. Autocrats can experiment with democracy but they can never let democracy experiment on them. Hybrid regimes face the basic problem that comes with trying to utilize the strengths of democracy in dangerous situations. It can’t be done without losing control. That is why, in a crisis, semiauthoritarian regimes will revert to authoritarianism, while democratic regimes can try something new.

Democracy’s current rivals are less encumbered by ideology than would have been the case during the twentieth century and better able to draw on technical expertise. But they still lack adaptability. As information technology spreads and adapts at breakneck speed, this is a major weakness. The Chinese regime can devote vast resources to regulating the Internet and to monitoring the threat it poses. It can use the Internet as a tool of power. What it can’t do is modify its own power to make the best use of the Internet. It remains vulnerable to any technology that is more adaptable than it is.

This does not mean that Internet is bound to democratize China. The regime retains the capacity to take ruthless short-term decisions. States can do things that information networks can’t. States fight wars. Google doesn’t, and not just by choice. A regime that cannot find ways to accommodate the forces of change can try to channel them to particular ends. The question of how the Chinese regime decides to face up to its weaknesses is unresolved. Chinese state capitalism is unlikely to collapse like a house of cards: it is not just a confidence trick. It would be a mistake to assume that the demise of the Soviet Union is a reliable guide.

Democracy still has the advantages. But it is no better than its rivals at accessing its advantages when it needs them. As the world speeds up, it remains an untimely form of government. The Chinese state has discovered how to take advantage of the Internet but doesn’t know how to accommodate it. Democracies can accommodate the Internet but they haven’t discovered how to take advantage of it. Predictions that the new information technology would work to democracy’s benefit have proved premature. The advanced democracies have access to multiple new sources of information. They just don’t know what to do with it all.

The triumph of democracy in the twentieth century was inadvertent and incomplete. It may well become more complete during the twenty-first century. But it will not be any more advertent, which means that history goes on.

THE CONFIDENCE TRAP

Politics is sometimes described as a tragic mode of life. We face irresolvable dilemmas and the long term certainty of failure; there are no happy endings. This is too bleak. Democracy is not a tragedy; it is too inadvertently comical for that. It is a trap. We are not doomed. We are boxed in.

People have to believe in democracy for it to work. The better it works, the more they believe in it. But the more they believe in it, the less likely they are to know when something is wrong. Democracy lives in the moment and displays its strengths over time. This mismatch produces confusion and uncertainty. We can’t wait out the confusion and uncertainty because waiting them out gives them the room to grow. We have to live with them, from crisis to crisis, and from recovery to recovery. It is always possible that we will encounter the crisis that overwhelms us. But it does not make sense to assume this is bound to happen. If we assume it we more or less guarantee it, because we will have become fatalistic. It is better not to assume it. That too is a form of fatalism, but it is at least fatalism of the adaptable kind.

The history of writing about politics is full of images of escape from our bounded horizons. On the final page of The End of History and the Last Man, Fukuyama describes history as a long wagon train, progressing over the hills and deserts, making its way into town. Some wagons will get there and some won’t; a few will break down or get attacked by Indians. But the majority will make it in the end. The day will come when enough wagons have pulled into town, “such that any reasonable person would be forced to agree that there had only ever been one town and one destination.” We are not there yet, Fukuyama insists. Nor can we know, once the wagons do arrive, “whether their occupants, having looked around at their new surroundings, will not find them inadequate and set their eyes on a new and more distant journey.”20

It is a nice image, but it is not a convincing one. It imagines a moment when the democracies finally recognize where they are and where they have come from—the moment of truth. That moment will never arrive. The long view and the short view do not come together like that. There is no ultimate moment of recognition. Democracies are always prone to mistake their surroundings and stumble on.

Nietzsche has an even more compelling image of emancipation. In The Gay Science, he writes of the moment when we recognize that the dead past is behind us and the future is ours to make for ourselves.

At long last the horizon appears free to us again, even if it should not be bright; at long last our ships may venture out again, venture out to face any danger; all the daring of the lover of knowledge is permitted again; the sea, our sea, lies open again; perhaps there has never yet been such an “open sea.”21

Nietzsche was talking to philosophers—the “daring lovers of knowledge.” He certainly did not think a democratic society could ever take to the open seas. It would be held back by its timidity and lack of endeavor. Democratic societies are much more daring than Nietzsche imagined. But he was right that they do not see the free horizon, even dimly. They set sail without much idea of what is out there. They don’t see that far ahead.

Tocqueville, at a time of personal gloom following the political disasters of 1848, conjured up a very different image of what it meant to be at sea politically. As he wrote in a letter to a friend, he felt as though he were crouched in the bottom of a boat, without a rudder, without a compass, without oars, no longer even clear where the shore lay. All he could do was huddle up and await the future. He was powerless in the face of fate.

But Tocqueville was not always so gloomy. A better image comes from the best book ever written about democracy. In Democracy in America, Tocqueville invokes the idea of democracy as a river flowing through history.22 We are afloat on a rickety craft (perhaps one of the American steamboats that Tocqueville so hated). The river is wide and fast moving but it is also hemmed in by the banks on either side. It is heading out to sea, but the sea is a long way off and no one is thinking about that. The waters are choppy and there are hazards ahead. How do you steer? If you fix on a point on the shore you risk losing sight of what is in front of you. If you fix on the eddies and currents in front of your craft, you risk losing sight of where you are heading. There is no easy way to do it, just a constant back and forth. Without the back and forth the ship will eventually go down.

This is the democratic predicament. Knowing the difficulties doesn’t tell us how to steer. But it is better to know.
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There is a lot of good writing on Tocqueville in English, and he continues to be the subject of heated debate. Along with Holmes, the readings I found most helpful were from Jon Elster, in his recent book on Tocqueville as a social scientist (Elster 2009) and in his earlier writings on the problems of constraint and license in democratic politics (Elster 1979, 1983, 1993, 2000). Elster has many interesting things to say about some of the ideas I only touch on in this book, including the problem of leaving the future open in politics. An excellent recent guide in English to Tocqueville’s own intellectual formation is in the translation of Lucien Jaume’s book about him (Jaume 2013).

On the general history of the twentieth century, I was strongly drawn, for reasons of style and content, to the work of Tony Judt. His Postwar (Judt 2005) remains a model of how to write about politics in a way that does justice to the people and to the ideas. On the current predicament of democracy, two books that influenced my thinking were Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson’s account of the way inequality developed in the United States over the past forty years (Hacker and Pierson 2010) and Alasdair Roberts’s account of the turn to technocracy over the same period (Roberts 2010).

For the individual crisis years I discuss, some books were disproportionately useful. One was the Cambridge History of the Cold War (Leffler and Westad 2010). Another was the collection of essays about the 1970s called The Crisis of the Global (Ferguson et al. 2010). On the current financial crisis, there are many interesting books. Two I found particularly useful for the themes of this book were Akerlof and Schiller 2009 and Posner 2010.

A central theme of the book is the role of fatalism in political life. I discuss this idea through the thought of Tocqueville, but it is a theme addressed by many other writers who approach it somewhat differently. Three important books on this subject that I do not discuss here are Herbert Croly’s The Promise of American Life (Croly [1909] 1965), Judith Shklar’s After Utopia (Shklar 1957), and Arthur Schlesinger’s The Cycles of American History (Schlesinger 1986). The problem of fatalism is also an important strand in the work of Reinhold Niebuhr and Raymond Aron, and of Albert Hirschman, from whom I draw one of my two epigraphs. In the book I deal with these authors only in passing, if at all. They are all worth reading.
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