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Nothing appears more surprising to those, who consider human affairs with a 
philosophical eye, than the easiness with which the many are governed by the few  

 
David Hume ‘Of the First Principles of Government’,  
Essays: Moral, Political Literary,  
Liberty Fund, 1994 pp.32-36, at 32) 

 
It is a great honour to deliver the first James Walston Memorial lecture. James was an 
inspiring, immensely erudite scholar – but also a kind and generous man.  
 
His knowledge of Italian politics and history was unsurpassed even among the natives of 
this ancient and wonderful land. He was the go-to-person for the likes of The Economist 
when they needed the latest up-dates on Italy. He is sorely missed. 
 
For James, 
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 In the next, howeve
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their leaders” (Plato, The Republic, Penguin, Book IX) a phenomenon we may now call 
‘alternative facts’ or ‘fake news’.  

Plato and Polybius, of course, did not foresee Putin or Erdogan, nor were they able to 
predict the antics of Mussolini, Mugabe or Ferdinand Marcos.  

Much of what went on in the 20th and 21st Centuries was unprecedented. But the events 
followed a pattern seen before and was a variation of the same theme –if you like a tune 
played in the wrong key, but nevertheless attractive to the many.  

 
This is not just an ancient observation.  
 
Many of you, no doubt, will be familiar with Philip Roth’s novel The Plot Against 
America (Vintage 2005), in which an outsider with no political experience wins the 
presidency, concludes an alliance with Hitler and begins anti-Semitic purges in the USA.   
 
It is interesting, perhaps indicative, of the similar trends in history, that a similar piece of 
fiction was written in the 1930; in the era of Mussolini, Hitler and Stalin. 
 
In 1935, the American author Sinclair Lewis (who in 1930 was the first American to win 
the Nobel Prize of literature) published his novel It Can’t Happen Here. It was the story 
about how fictional candidate Buzz Windrip turned America into a dictatorship. This 
literary character “was vulgar, almost illiterate, a public liar easily detected, and his ‘ideas’ 
almost idiotic” (Sinclair Lewis, It Can’t Happen Here, Penguin, p.70). It even mentioned 
that he had a strange hairdo (ibid, p.69). 
 
This man – who may seem so very familiar to us today-, “was an actor of genius”, he 
“would whirl his arms, bang tables, glare from mad eyes” he would “jab his crowds with 
figures and facts – figures and facts that were inescapable even when, as often happened, 
they were entirely incorrect” (Sinclair Lewis, ibid.). 
 
In Sinclair Lewis novel, Buzz is – of course – elected. Like other dictators to-be he 
immediately begins the dismantling of the opposition. But not by rolling in tanks, or 
burning down the parliament. 
 
But, I’ll come back to that later. First of all, let us look at another problem that often 
precipitate the gradual overthrow of power.  
 
One of the recurrent patterns of dictatorship, ancient as well as modern, is that the 
demagogue finds himself at odds with the equally legitimately elected legislature. The 
president cannot tolerate dissent and he immediately begins to complain that his plans 
are delayed by the talking shop in Congress. This process, gradually – little by little – 
leads to the erosion of democracy.  
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In Sinclair Lewis novel, Buzz Windrip is elected on a promise to limit the power of the 
legislature. His election platform contains a proposal for a Constitutional amendment 
saying  
 

Congress shall serve only in an advisory capacity [and the] Supreme Court shall 
immediately have removed from its jurisdiction the power to negate, by ruling 
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The process is almost always rigged, controlled, formally free but never fair.  
 
Julius Caesar, to use a local example, was a ruler of a similar ilk. “Once in office, Caesar 
proposed a radical program that included land distributions for the poor…When the 
Senate rejected it, he took it to the people” (Josephine Quinn, (2018) ‘Caesar Bloody 
Caesar’, New York Review of Books, 22nd March 2018, Vol LXV, Number 5, pp.25-26, 
at 26. In other words, he held a referendum.  
 
The problem is overall the same; the president versus the congress. Karl Marx who wrote 
about the fall of democracy under Napoleon III, observed,  
 

While the votes of France are split up among the seven hundred and fifty 
members of the National Assembly, they are here [in the case of the President] 
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In 2016, the Zambian opposition leader Hakainde Hichiema was arrested and charged 
with treason. His crime? He had not stopped for a motorcade carrying President Edgar 
Lungu. This “endangered the President’s life”, the High Court -whose members were 
conveniently hand-picked by the ruling Patriotic Front (The Economist, ‘Democracy in 
Reverse Gear: A Zambian opposition leader fights treason for not stopping his car’, 24th 
June, 2017).  
 
Nearly everywhere, democracies are dying away. And yet, not many people are alarmed. 
 
Challenges to democracy are often met with complacency. Writing less than a century 
before its downfall – and after literally hundreds of years of republican government – 
Polybius eulogised the Roman Constitution as it had existed since 509 BC,  

The elements by which the Roman Constitution are controlled are three in 
number [the consuls, the senate and the people and so balanced is this system 
that it] is impossible even for the Romans themselves to declare with certainty 
whether the whole system is an aristocracy, a democracy or a monarchy (Polybius, 
cit.op 315).  

Polybius was an optimist. He believed the checks and balances would prevent one branch 
from usurping the powers of the others, that “the people would bestow offices upon those 
who deserved them”, that the Consuls “were obliged to account for their actions to the 
people” and that ‘under no circumstances [would it be] safe for the consuls to neglect to 
cultivate the goodwill of both the Senate of the people”. In other words, “the designs of 
anyone can be blocked or impeded by the others” (Ibid). 

Polybius wrote just before the end of the Roman Republic; his words were becoming 
obsolete as he wrote them.  
 
Today, political commentators are equally optimistic – or even complacent. Writing in 
Foreign Affairs a few months after the inauguration of Donald Trump, political scientists 
Robert Mickey, Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way, initially sounded an optimistic note,  
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The Roman emperors never publicly admitted the Republic had broken down; the 
fiction was always maintained that the true rulers were Senātus Populusque Rōmānus – 
or SPQR in the well-known acronym. Back then, the Romans were entertained into 
submission.  

Today, a combination of reality television, a steady stream of tweets and a modicum of 
social security ensure that the populus is kept in its place.  

Our democracy will not break down like in Nazi-Germany in 1933 or Spain after the 
Civil War, it will not be replaced by dictatorship after a coup d’état in the style of Latin 
American despots of the Cold War era.  

Rather, like in the case of Napoleon Bonaparte, the voters will be seduced into voting for 
irreversible changes in dubious referendums and other forms of skin-democracy, and the 
despots will gradually replace judges and officials with hand-picked friends, who little by 
little will twist the system away from democracy.  

 
Like in the Old Testament (the First Book of Samuel), the people seem to insist on taking 
the high road to serfdom. And, like in Scripture they seem not to heed the warning of 
modern-day prophets of gloom and doom, 
 

And Samuel told all the words of the Lord onto the people that asked him a king, 
11 And he said, This will be the manner of the King that shall reign over you: He 
will take your sons, and appoint them for himself, …he will take your 
daughters…And he will take your fields…and ye shall be his servants” (1. Samuel 
8-15. 
 

And, “Nevertheless the people refused to obey the voice of Samuel and they said, Nay; 
but we will have a king over us” (1 Samuel 8.19).  

So, it seems, like in the Old Testament, we are destined to drift down towards more and 
more tyrannical governments. With certain exceptions, these systems of government will 
resemble the demagogues who appeal directly to the voters. Putin, Orban and Erdogan 
come from countries with different traditions and with varying degrees of democracy and 
the Rechtsstaat.  

And it could happen in Europe and in America. Restrictions on the franchise for African 
Americans by more or less sophisticated schemes of gerrymandering (and upheld by 
judges appointed by the powers that be) are already undermining the rule of law.  

 

The control of the appointment of justices in Poland and Hungary and complete control 
of the broadcasters in the same countries is likely to perpetuate the rule of leaders who 
sometimes publically aspire to the same powers as Russia’s Vladimir Putin. The formal 
architecture of democracy will remain intact but in reality, there will be no free choice. 
Democracy is in danger of gradually withering away. 
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Yes, there have been reversals of democratic backsliding. In Ecuador, the decline of 
democracy under president Rafael Correa has been reversed by his successor Moreno 
repealed some of the restrictions against civil society organisations.  
 
And in Peru, the misrule of Alberto Fujimori came to an end when secretly recorded 
videos showed how Vladimiro Montesinos bribing officials went viral and forced Fujimori 
to resign. But this was due to luck more than to a concerted effort on the part of his 
opponents. And these are the exceptions to the rule.  
 
Dictatorships are not generally replaced by democracies – at least not of the genuine 
variety. Just think of what happened after the revolutions in 1848 and after the Arab 
Spring. 
 
Nothing in history in inevitable. Some democracies have reversed the trend, some have  
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The only one I can think of is Dylan Thomas poem on death and his urging that we must 
“rage, rage against the dying of the day”.  
 
So, ‘do not go gently into that [not so] good night!’ We need to “burn and rave” against 
the ‘dying’ of democracy. 
 
 
Thank you for letting be give this lecture. 
 

FINE 
 
 
 
 
 

iAdolf Hitler, Reichsgesetzblatt (henceforth RGB), (1934), p.751-752.  
                                                        


	

