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Preface

Modern democracy will celebrate its 250" anniversary in 2026." It
won't be a triumphal celebration. Today millions of people around
the world crave freedom from authoritarian rule, yet many of them
wonder if democracy is the best alternative.

Some people who live in democracies have doubts as well. How,
they ask, can a form of government based on endless arguments
among misinformed citizens possibly manage all the challenges that
bear down on us today — dangerous global rivalries, digital tech-
nologies that manipulate and divide fellow-citizens into warring
camps, a devastated climate? Wouldn't we be better off handing
over more power to knowledgeable technocrats, or to leaders who
offer a clear, undisputed vision for our country?

I'm not one of the sceptics. I think the best way to tackle today’s
problems is to spread political power more widely and evenly, not
concentrate it further in the hands of leaders who may or may not
care about our personal wellbeing and common future. Having
studied patterns of political behaviour in history, I believe that col-
laboration among multitudes of people can lead to more lasting
successes, improve everyone’s quality of life, and give individuals a
far deeper sense of security than governments by a few. I hope that
people who possess skills I lack will use new technologies to design
public institutions like we’ve never seen before, where more and
less expert people can express their views — practical, moral, even
religious — and shape policies together.

But we won't create effective solutions unless we understand
where the problems come from and admit that democracies have
often got things wrong. If we want democracy to help us build
national, local, and worldwide coalitions to manage the problems
that press on us today, we — and by “‘we’ I mean all of us who live in
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Preface

democracies or think we might want to — need to examine its weak
points as well as its strengths.

Drawing on my experiences in places where I've lived and trav-
elled, this book goes back to the deep history of democracies — in
ancient Rome and Athens, the American and French Revolutions,
and Renaissance Florence — to get a clearer picture of the unruly
realities behind democratic ideals.

The self-ruling people, We the Demos, take centre stage through-
out the book. In my travels through democracies in different
countries and epochs, I'm less interested in political institutions
than in the human beings who make self-government work well or
badly. I'm not talking about leaders, though a few of them do thrust
themselves forward and demand extraordinary amounts of atten-
tion. The much more interesting ones are the rest of us, ordinary
citizens who take sides and vote (or not), who write or read online
posts, organise rallies or debates, and think about how politics con-
nects with our personal lives and children’s futures.

Plato thought that the souls of individual citizens — the Greek
word we translate as ‘soul’ is psyché — shape the constitutions of
states as much as the other way around. Political entities were living,
breathing organisms that had souls of their own, formed by institu-
tional design but animated by the psyches of manifold individuals,
who were shaped in turn by their different social and economic situ-
ations and personal histories. Even the best-designed institutions
only work well over time if the people who live under them behave
more or less as the design says they should.

And wherever democracies have sprung up over the past two
thousand five hundred years, the people who live in them have been
notorious for misbehaving. From ancient Athens up to today, self-
ruling citizens from all walks of life constantly go off script. They
question their government’s basic design, cook up wonderfully
elaborate excuses for bending rules, pick leaders who promise to
break one or more of its parts. Or they subvert democracy’s basic
aims without violating any formalities — as when members of one
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ethnic group, party, or adherents of an ideology use misinforma-
tion to monopolise institutions that were designed to encourage
wide power-sharing.

In today’s thickly populated, remote, bureaucracy-heavy democ-
racies, it might seem that only the most assertive individual souls can
have much influence on the future of their polity. Yet the psyches of
we lower-profile citizens can still make themselves felt. We become
intensely aware of this power at times of high tension like knife-edge
campaigns, or in situations marked by growing polarisation, incivil-
ity, or violence. When leaders talk about reforming basic institutions
and laws in hopes of ‘fixing’ cracks in our democracies, it soon
becomes clear that their reforms will either fail to get passed or fail
to stick without sufficient backing from well-disposed citizen-souls.

This means that whenever democracies need repairing, institu-
tional reforms are seldom enough. To re-set them and shore up
democracy’s credibility as an option for people who hope to create
new ones, we also need to take an honest look at ourselves, and
re-set how we think and behave. This book puts an unsparing spot-
light on the confusions, fears, idiocies, embarrassments, pretensions,
double standards, and delusions that are part of every democracy.
I'll look at how the economic, cultural, and ideological environ-
ments that surround democratic institutions make them stronger
or put them under strain. I'll examine the desires we project onto
our governments: What do we want democracy to do for us, for
people in other countries, for the future of humanity? And I'll take
long hard look at our attitudes toward fellow citizens and foreign-
ers, especially at our willingness to see them as equals with whom
we need — like it or not — to share political and global space.

§

Modern ideals of democracy praise equality and demand equal
respect for all citizens. But glaring inequalities are the reality in most
democracies today. They are growing at an alarming speed in a
hypercompetitive world obsessed with rankings, super-wealth, and
national greatness.
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The gap between egalitarian ideals and realities weakens
democracy — not just in places where it has appeared strong for dec-
ades or centuries, but as a political option for people across the
globe. Economic inequalities create huge gaps in political power
and opportunity among officially equal citizens. Backlashes against
advances in race and gender equality fuel partisan extremism on
both right and left, and feed doubts about whether democracy’s
basic institutions are really working for all the people. Seeing this
happen in countries that have long been considered models of lib-
eral democracy, people elsewhere wonder if they should emulate
them. Does giving power to all the people — however rich or poor,
rooted or globally mobile — help them build better, safer lives? Or
can their newfound freedom turn into a draining competition
among fellow citizens to control political agendas and grab as much
attention, wealth, and power as they can?

Equal voice, equal freedom, equal opportunity, equal shares of a
common economic pie, equal respect — these aren’t just slogans.
People rally to them for good reasons that have nothing to do with
left or right ideologies. Long before psychologists told us so, histo-
rians and philosophers observed that struggles for power drive
humans at least as much as ideals.> People are competitive: we enjoy
being seen as more equal than others. People are therefore distrust-
ful: we worry that if we appear (or are) weak, others might take
advantage. Political equality is an appealing idea because it prom-
ises to set limits on competition while letting everyone keep their
fair share of power: voice, vital freedoms, perhaps even a decent
and secure livelihood. Gaping inequalities make some people dan-
gerously vulnerable to the power of others. Their insecurity fuels
democracy scepticism and anti-democratic movements.

Most of us want enough equality to keep us feeling safe and
respected. Yet if I see a chance to get more security, riches, reputation,
or influence than others, it’s tempting to go for it. We need these
different kinds of power to be heard and shape policies, and to
build good lives for ourselves and for our families. But how much
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do we need? And how much power can anyone acquire without
threatening other people’s share?

As a political idea, equality is not — or in my view shouldn’t be —a
demand for perfect parity or sameness. It’s a rough benchmark for
measuring a range of different human capacities and resources,
with a view to keeping a healthy balance so that no one can easily
dominate. The kind of equality that supports democracy needs the
constant, precarious balancing of ever-shifting powers. I've spent a
lifetime trying to understand why democratic equality is so alluring
yet elusive. This book probes democracy’s conflicted relationship
with equality through the ages, in and between countries across the
world.

§

One of the book’s messages is that we need a clearer, down-to-earth
understanding of democracy’s purposes if we want to keep it in
humanity’s future. This doesn’'t mean lowering idealistic moral
standards. On the contrary, the purposes I'll suggest breathe new
life into democracy’s core principles of equality and shared freedom—
and are truer to them than some of the quasi-religious or revolu-
tionary ideals that have cast a shadow over modern democracies
and confused us all.

The rhetorical playbook of modern democracies has usually
glossed over conflicts between ideals and reality. It presents the
biography of democracy as a story of heroic triumph over tyranny,
followed by forward-moving progress — with setbacks along the
way, to be sure, but ultimately heading toward ever more equality
and inclusion. To get a more realistic picture, I often look back to
what friendly yet critical observers said about democracy before the
American and French Revolutions promised to spread Liberty,
Equality, and Fraternity across the globe. They knew from the start
that to share power widely across any population, even one that
seems small and homogeneous by our standards, takes very hard
work. I let democracy’s cautious friends in ancient Athens, Rome,
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and Renaissance Florence speak in every chapter on questions that
tormented their broad-based governments, and still torment ours.
They are a fantastically rich source of self-critical yet pro-demo-
cratic thinking for our times.

The book has three parts. They reflect an ancient picture of popular
governments as living creatures, beings we average citizens create
and make strong or weak through our choices.

Democracy’s beginnings (Part I, Beginnings and Myths) are far less
heroic than modern mythology says. Calls for equality and freedom
are entangled with longings to be someone else’s master — or for
strongman leaders who promise to crush internal and foreign
threats and provide a fleeting sense of security. Time and experi-
ence seldom flush out these longings. They're as much a part of
democracies’ human make-up as desires for freedom and equal
respect.

If democracies survive beyond a few decades (Part II, Constant
Struggles), they face endless conflicts over balances of power among
the people. At times questions about leadership, trust in experts and
other educated elites, free speech, or immigration seem to slice whole
democracies into two warring parts. If you go back to the Roman
Republic, says a ruthlessly realistic student of ancient history, scenes
of power struggle between the people and the patrician elites often
looked ‘extraordinary and almost wild’: you see ‘the people crying
out against the Senate, the Senate against the people, running
tumultuously through the streets, closing shops,” and the like.” But
however divisive some debates get, they’re an inescapable constant
in most democracies. And the wildness isn’t always as threatening
to democracy as it looks. It depends how we deal with it.

All this turbulence makes it hard to tell when democracy’s normal
non-tranquillity is sliding toward life-endangering crisis (Part III,
Mortal Dangers). Fears and resentments over badly managed inequali-
ties are almost always behind the growing appeal of demagogues,
ideologies of national greatness, backlashes against advances in
gender and race equality, and support for authoritarianism.
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While warning that we shouldn’t expect more from democracy
than our human nature allows, I argue that it is still an astonishing
and beautiful creation.

With help from history, philosophy, listening to what people say in
different times and places, and self-reflection, I want to paint an
honest picture that can help us see better what we need to do to
manage the power struggles that pump relentlessly through all our
democracies — and to see why, for all the trouble, they’re still worth it.

I've changed some names for the sake of security or privacy.
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I

Born by fire

Democracy came to Japan seventeen years before my birth after
massive fireballs dropped down on two of its seaside cities, vapor-
izing the bodies of humans, dogs, cats, rats, crows, crabs, trees,
shrubs, ants, caterpillars, bees and other living things. The survivors
of the war were so stupefied by these nuclear bombings that they
embraced a constitution imposed by their former enemy and
became a democracy.

My father was one of the operations officers who issued orders
for the nuclear bomber Enola Gay to strike Hiroshima. He was a
twenty-four-year-old captain in the US Air Force, based on the tiny
island of Tinian in the Pacific Ocean. His was a purely technical sort
of responsibility, he said. Junior officers like him didn’t know the
exact nature of the mission. The American government and its mili-
tary advisers believed that the bombs would end the war quickly
and decisively. The ends justified the means. When he spoke of this,
though, his eyes looked unsure.

He used to take me for walks in our neighbourhood, now a high-
end consumer paradise with tiny wooden shrines tucked between
Kenzo and Prada. Sometimes we’d pass a vacant lot strewn with
rubble and porn magazines warped by the rain. There was a big
family home here before the war, my dad would say. He'd seen
its ruins when American forces moved in to occupy Tokyo. Our
house was on a plot where a bride school once stood. Young women
would live there for a year learning to prepare food, Japanese and
western style, along with the other survival skills one needs as a
wife. When planting tulips, peonies and crocuses in our small
garden, my mother would unearth shards of china from the school
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pantry, detritus of air raids when US bombers targeted civilian areas
like ours.

The Japanese have myths about their country’s creation, written
down in ancient manuscripts called the Kojiki. The Sun Goddess
Amaterasu Omikami copulated with her brother Moon, and the
beautiful island country was born. But Japan has no uplifting tales
about the birth of its democracy, which arrived during America’s
military occupation after the Second World War. No small yet unbeat-
able anti-imperialist heroes, no constitution-making geniuses, not
even an unambiguously venerable Father of the People. Just a host of
wartime memories so painful that almost no one wanted to dwell on
them, and a bespectacled, modest, marine biologist emperor who
was officially worshipped as the Sun God, the direct descendant of
Amaterasu — until he went on the radio and announced that he was in
fact only human. American cultural scholars composed the first draft
of his ‘OK, I'm not a god’ speech under instruction to make the lan-
guage and concepts sound as native Japanese as possible.

But does it matter how democracies begin, if they end up in fair
enough shape? Eighty years on, Japan s still a democracy. And not a bad
one, as democracies go. In 2020 it was ranked #25 among the world’s
democracies, one notch below Canada and eleven above the US, which
appeared way down the list under the heading ‘flawed democracy’.!
Rankings in 2022 and 2023 put Japan even higher up the list of more and
less healthy democracies. When I visit my home country now and
wander the streets of Tokyo, everyday life feels more open than ever.
People look less world-weary than they did even a decade ago and
move at a more relaxed pace on the streets and through crowded train
stations. I hear about foreigners, people from all continents, moving to
Japan and finding a warm welcome. On television I hear women lead-
ers from rival political parties agree that they need to work together to
get more women in government. This feels like progress.

§

Looking at the extraordinary surface changes, at the buildings and
gross national products and quality of life, Japan might seem to
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prove the controversial maxim that good democratic ends are some-
times realized through very harsh, even horrific, means. In 1951, six
years after the nuclear bombings, my mother said goodbye to her
close-knit family in Louisiana and travelled to Nagasaki, where for
four years she taught English at a women’s college perched on a
high cliff overlooking the sea. The foundations and main walls of its
red brick buildings had somehow remained intact, though the
school across the road had been destroyed.

My mother had crossed the Pacific with her French horn, and
sometimes played with the Nagasaki City Orchestra. Western music
had been outlawed in wartime, but the orchestra’s director had
stashed away his beloved scores of Mozart, Haydn, and Beethoven.
They needed every horn they could get because all the locals’ brass
instruments had been confiscated and melted down to make muni-
tions, along with metal tooth fillings and the rims of spectacles. Not
long after she arrived, some of her students told her that the col-
oured stripes and dots on her clothes made her stand out too much
among the sober charcoals, whites, dark blues, and greys that most
Nagasaki people wore — apart from on festival days, when the
women put on kimonos patterned in lotus blossoms, butterflies,
long-necked cranes, or layered half-circles, endless rows of them:
waves on the sea.

Five decades later, these former students treated the two of us to
a multi-course dinner in Tokyo’s elegant Ginza district. We dined
kneeling on silken zabuton cushions, my mother wearing her usual
black polyester trousers, her well-coiffed Nagasaki students in
designer outfits of peacock hues. These women and their families
had prospered under Japan’s post-war democracy and its American
nuclear shield. They weren’t rich, but they had a better standard of
living than my mother with her teacher’s pension.

‘Now the Japanese are better off than Americans!” she exclaimed.
It wasn’t just the clothes and evident health of her friends’ bank
accounts. In Japan more people had affordable health care and job
security than in America. They felt safer on the streets and in their
homes. And there was far less inequality. Even in the early 2020s,
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with economic inequality on the rise in many other democracies,
the gap between Japan’s richest and poorest is comparatively
low.> My mother felt natsukashii — a wonderful Japanese word that
means nostalgic, a bit homesick — for the country where she’d
lived for thirty years. War might have forced democracy on Japan,
but now it gave its citizens a sense of economic security, and basic
political stability.

Yet progress seldom follows a straight, upward path. And in
democracies born from revolution and war, as so many of today’s
democracies were, old fears and furies never just die along with the
people who suffered the birth pangs first-hand.

§

In my Japanese kindergarten, instead of national founding myths
we’d hear tales of ghosts and half-dead spirits and shape-shifting
creatures called obake. The stories were old, but their haunting new
incarnations were everywhere: in the children’s cartoons my sister
and I watched on television, in the empty spaces between buildings
that were constantly changing shape in 1960s and 70s Tokyo, in the
faces of war veterans who’d sit outside Toyoko department store
or come to our house politely begging for coins, dank rags swad-
dling their stumps of legs. The children’s programmes I used to
watch on television were full of superheroes with vaguely western
names like Ultraman, pronounced U-ru-tora-man, battling mon-
sters whose fire-blazing eyeballs could incinerate a thousand Tokyo
(or New York) skyscrapers. The scenes of urban destruction gave
me nightmares.

As the economy boomed through the 1960s, Japanese marketing
wizards sensed that people could do with a mood-lifting break from
grim post-war grimness and workaholism. With unexpected help
from Japan’s archenemy China, they hit on a form of escapism that
brought the country together in a big, warm group hug with no
help from myths or gods. To mark the easing of tensions between
their countries in 1972, the Chinese sent their Japanese neighbours
a gift: a cuddly panda couple named Lan Lan and Kang Kang.
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All Japan went wild with adoration. Panda products flooded shops,
streets, trains. Children and grownups sported panda shirts and
hats and rucksacks; millions of mini-pandas dangled and danced on
key rings across the land. Kawaii! (So cute!) became the word of
the year.

I was far too worried about maintaining a cool ten-year-old
human fagade to be caught wearing, touting, or dangling a panda
product. “Why has everyone gone panda-crazy?’ I asked my mother.

“The Japanese work very hard. And they had a terrible time in the
war,” she said. ‘Maybe it’s a relief to think of something nice like
pandas.’

Pandamania was also an outburst of hope that Japan's nuclear
neighbours might become a little less unfriendly. Peace wishes, put-
ting the past to bed, reinventing the overworked, authority-revering
Japanese as the world’s most playful, innocent, perhaps even lovable
people: what’s not to like? A few years later, Kawai went global with
Hello Kitty, and lo! — Japan had a new national brand. Who needs
myths about incestuous deities when you can reinvent your country
in such an upbeat, modern, world-friendly, lucrative way? Why
dwell on the sad history of how democracy came to Japan, and of
cruelties that this now war-hating nation had inflicted on its neigh-
bours? Let’s just look ahead to a brighter future, pack away the past.
If this was a case of sticking a Panda-shaped plaster over festering
wounds, it may also have helped heal some of them.

But living in post-war Japan taught me that there’s no simple way
to measure how strong a democracy is, or how weak. I grew up
hearing that democratic-capitalist Japan is in effect a one-party state.
As I'write this in 2022, the centre-right Liberal Democratic Party has
been in power since 1955 with only two short breaks, in 1993—4 and
2009-12. Its leaders maintain chummy, largely male networks among
themselves and with big companies. Japan’s American allies were
willing to ignore a soupcon of corruption and authoritarianism as
the price of keeping down left-wing elements during the Cold War.
The percentage of female MPs in Japan’s national Diet is roughly ten
per cent. Japan's democracy might be less robust than it looks.
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