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Probably the most frequently quoted aphorism about democracy is
Churchill’'s comment that it is the worst form of Government except for all the
others. The damage done by this throwaway remark is hard to overestimate.
It does much more than promote democracy as a form of Government.
By suggesting there can be no better alternative, it also shuts down any
discussion of its merits. The effectiveness of this dismissal of other systems
can be demonstrated by publicly questioning democracy in any democratic
country. If you do so, you will be unlikely to trigger a rational discussion
about the matter because an overwhelming majority of people have taken
Churchill at his word and assumed there can be no better system. Because
this is now part of the western belief system, not only is the search for
alternatives shut off, any attempt to improve the current system is weakened.
When presented with evidence of the ineffectiveness of governments in
democracies, most people metaphorically shrug and move on, as if to imply
that there are bound to be flaws in any human enterprise but the benefits are
of course worth the inevitable rough edges. Of course these “benefits” are
assumed to be self-evident. Accordingly, not only are the flaws uncritically
accepted but the assumed benefits go unexamined.

Given the high status of democracy in global political discourse
and the aggressive actions frequently taken by states seeking to “bring

democracy” to nations that do not enjoy its “benefits” , it is astonishing
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that critical analysis of its merits is so rare. It is not that such analysis
is difficult; it is simply regarded as unnecessary. The slim book in your
hands demonstrates how a little clear thinking can reveal not only that the
supposed benefits are illusory ( “false democracy” perhaps?) but also that
the alternative to democracy is not dictatorship, as is frequently assumed,
but freedom.

In the hope of persuading you that democracy is the best form of
Government, the trump card played by its proponents is the identification
in so many minds of democracy with freedom. As this book shows, the
opposite is true. Democracy operates not by promoting freedom but by
restricting it, wherever it is claimed to be in “the public interest” to do so.
The identification of the supposed public interest also usually goes un-
argued, indeed frequently undefined. In any discussion of it, as Karsten
and Beckman note, the most dangerous word to look out for is “we” . This
is usually associated with the exhortations “ought™ , “should” or “must” .
It attempts to draw the reader/listener in with the idea that the will of the
“collective” “must” be imposed on individuals for the “public good™ . The
“we” is the dominant collective who seek to justify the imposition of their
agenda on everyone else.

During the last century, the most egregious and overt forms of
imposition of “collective” political will on individuals (Nazi Germany and the
Soviet Union) were defeated, at great cost. Today, it is the covert form of the
imposition of collectivist ideas that is much more threatening. Rather then
being conscious of their loss of freedom, many individuals in democratic

states are not simply unconscious of that loss, but actively clamour for it,
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because “we are all democrats” now. It has become our duty to impose the
agenda of our group on others for the “public good™ .

This small book will do mankind a great service if it manages, dear
reader, to stimulate you to question the merits of this supposed “end of
history” as Fukuyama described it, with all nations embracing democracy
and living happily ever after in a freakish modern political fairytale.

Peter Wong has also done a great service by translating the original
into Chinese. In the West, the supposed merits of democracy go almost
completely unchallenged but in East Asia, the contrasting vicissitudes of
political development in Mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore,
Japan, Malaysia and many others societies in the region are posing real
challenges to the conventional Western model, giving hope that readers will
be open to engaging their minds in this important discussion.

Karsten and Beckman'’s book is a primer that can help us develop
our own thoughts on the issue and prevent the modern cult of democracy

steamrollering our minds into submission.

Nicholas Sallnow-Smith

Former Chairman of the General Committee
of the British Chamber of Commerce
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