The Spinoza apple and the Fukuyama pear:

An introduction to the EADI Summer School 2004

 

Louk Box*

 

 

To construct democracy one assumes that agreement exists on the basic notions underlying it. The 1990’s have been a period of great experiment, with the advent of democratisation in Latin America and to a lesser extent in Africa. The question remains what we have learned. The Summer School will provide preliminary answers, but it is good to first check the questions. This means: ask some preliminary questions relevant for the European development agenda. Three questions are asked:

1. 1.      Which notion of democracy do we follow and why? I shall take a ‘Dutch view’ and briefly analyse the work of a classic public intellectual: Spinoza,. 

2. 2.      What happened to Good Governance? The precarious link between democracy, governance and development in the work of a current public intellectual: Fukuyama.

3. 3.      Can there be a European development agenda with regard to democratisation? The need for solid reflection given the present crisis.

 

 

Democracy and development

 

Current literature states it unambiguously: “democracy is in fact a significant determinant of total factor productivity (TFP) growth between 1960 and 1990 in a cross-section of countries. But this contribution occurs only insofar as stronger democratic institutions are associated with greater quality of governance.” (Rivera-Batiz 1999:1). The same conclusion can be found in books (like Feng 2003 on democratisation, growth and quality of life) or reports from international institutions (for a good survey of the relevant indicators see World Bank 2004). 

 

But what is democracy? And for that matter, what is this ubiquitous notion of governance? How does it relate to the notion of development? In this introduction to the EADI Summer School I wish to do something that I never had the opportunity before: compare apples with pears to say something about almond growing. The apple in this case is a classical European student of democracy by someone who is known for other influential work. He was a Dutch public intellectual working at a time of crisis in the Dutch Republic. He was in close touch with the politicians of his time and commented on current events. The son of an immigrant, he worked at the interface between commerce and academia; was ferociously criticised for his liberal ideas and in fact banned from his community. Baruch or Benedict de Spinoza was his name.

 

The pear is a current student of democracy, widely known for his influence on thinkers and decision-makers. He is a North American working at a time of crisis in the US. In close touch with politicians, he is a frequent commentator of public events. The son of an immigrant, he works at the interface between policy-making and academia, with a special interest in commerce or what we call the private sector. Ferociously criticised for his ideas on liberal democracy by some of his academic peers, he almost faced an intellectual ban in Europe. Francis Fukuyama is his name. 

 

Almond growing is a particular pass time of mine as is reflection on international development cooperation. I shall try to draw at the end some conclusions regarding the relevance of Spinoza’s apple and Fukuyama’s pear. So please bear with me in this hazardous enterprise.

 

 

A classical Dutch view on democracy: Spinoza

 

Spinoza (1632- 1677) was one of the first
[1] social philosophers in The Netherlands to formulate the basic questions about the nature of democracy. In his unfinished “A Theologico-Political Treatise” he briefly deals with democracy, which he prefers over monarchy and aristocracy (McShea 1967: 123). Democracy is “defined as a general assembly of men that possesses in its corporate capacity the supreme right to do everything it can.” He adds that it is a state where “all decide by common consent to live only by the dictates of reason” (id.: 124). “Because not all men can think alike, they agree that the proposal which gets the most votes shall have the force of a decree, but meanwhile retain the authority to revoke such decrees when they discover better. Thus the less freedom of judgement men are allowed, the greater is the departure from the most natural condition, and, in consequence, the more oppressive the government.” (Ibid.).

 

He refutes the claims of monarchy (rule by one) or aristocracy (rule by few) as the most natural, and most peaceful of states. He concludes: “clearly, then, a whole people will never transfer its right to one man or a few if its members can agree among themselves.” (Id.: 125). 

Spinoza’s notion of democracy is based in his empiricist view that each individual is limited in his understanding, and that cooperation and exchange as in public debate is needed to serve the common good. His is a highly ‘decentralised’ view of democracy, according to McShea. It derived from Spinoza’s “belief that a pluralist system of competing units is always to be preferred” (Id.: 123 Note 85). Man’s understanding is “sharpened by the give and take of discussion and debate and by exploring every possible course men eventually discover the measures they wish, measures which all approve and which no one would have thought before the discussion.” (Id.: 125)

Another foundation is an assumed natural right to human freedom. In a democracy, “no one transfers his natural right to another so completely that he is never consulted again, but each transfers it to a majority of the whole community of which he is a member. In this way, all remain equal, as they were before in the condition of nature.” (Id.125-‘6). 

 

Thirdly, men are equal in their capacities: they are made to be ignorant through the force of the powerful or the cultured. “Everyone is fairly competent and shrewd in matters to which he has long applied himself with enthusiasm.” (Id.126).
 

Fourthly, good government is hardly perceived as a constraint, but rather as a natural presence allowing the preservation of freedom: “in such a way then, that they are restrained only by love of freedom, desire to increase their possessions, and the hope of obtaining offices of state.” (Ibid.)

 

Fifth, and in apparent contradiction, few states are “so short-lived and so liable to constant civil strife as popular or democratic states”. This is to be counteracted through ‘the dictate of reason’, which can be incorporated in the absolute right of the sovereign. If the sovereign is the people as in a democracy, the laws can provide that ‘dictate of reason’. 

 

In other words, Spinoza’s notion of democracy is a curious mixture of empirical observation and the assumptions of natural law with regard to human freedom. His is a notion of extreme liberalism on the one hand, allowing full competition between ideas on the governance of the community. At the same time, he assumes a dictate of reason, to be incorporated in the laws. Whereas democracy is certainly seen as an ideal form of government it is at the same time potentially a highly unstable form, which can lead to civil strife. 

 

Who were the citizens or the peers participating in this direct democracy? Spinoza is not clear on this issue, but we can safely say that his notion of citizenship was in line with the situation of the 17th century Dutch Republic and therefore more limited than in our current views. Essentially it covered all ‘ of citizen parentage, or who have been born in the fatherland, or who have done good service to the commonwealth” (Id.: 127). Women? Yes, possibly, and to the extent that they are not subject to men by nature or convention (Id.: 128), through which they would be powerless. The same would go for slaves or comparable servants, as well as aliens, children and convicted criminals. 

 

What is the relevance of Spinoza’s brief review of democracy? Conceptually or theoretically it is his linkage with the notions of freedom and power. Rights are only rights if they can be claimed through the exercise of power: man “has as much right as he has power and strength.”(Id. 142). No specific human rights exist as they have been stated in the UN Declaration of Human Rights. Empirically or practically the relevance lies in his keen observations on the state of Dutch democracy at the time of its apogee and sudden decline after 1672. His views have certainly influenced other thinkers (like Rousseau) who wished to understand the dynamics of communities of reason (as in the notion of a Social Contract).

 

How does his notion of democracy tie up at the international level? Spinoza might be called a pragmatic internationalist. His starting point is that “The people’s welfare is the highest law, to which all other laws, both human and divine, must be adjusted.” (Id.: 172). That is: also international arrangements. In current language: national interest comes first. Yet he also gives an opening 

The greater the number of commonwealths that make a treaty of peace together, the less is each to be feared by the rest, or if you like, the less power each has of making war on the rest; each is more strictly bound to observe the conditions of peace. (Id.: 178)

There is, however, no assumption that democratic states are by nature more prone to engage in such treaties of peace than monarchies or aristocratic states. 

 

This lengthy introduction basically leads to the following proposition:

Spinoza contributes a notion of democracy that is based on a vision of man as limited in his understanding, needing dialogue to come to a majority view that crystallizes into generally accepted rules of behaviour  (“decrees”). This state may be a popular one – yet be highly unstable.

 

I shall  try to link this proposition to a view on governance, and its relevance for the topic at hand: democratisation and European Development policies

 

 

Good Governance: Fukuyama’s contemporary view 

 

Almost imperceptibly, a term entered public discourse in the 1980’s which would prove to be as strong as it was vague, as clear in its political consequences as it was indefinite in its theoretical foundation: Good Governance. The term had the charm of alliteration in English, and the added value of power in international discourse. It proved to be hard to translate in other languages. I recall that in France it was hilariously rejected until the early 90’s when ‘la bonne gouvernance’ became accepted and in the Netherlands policymakers debated if it was something else than ‘goed bestuur’, which eventually led to ‘behoorlijk bestuur’. The Spanish have suffered comparable terminological debates.
[2]
 

The term emerged in the US to become associated with the need for liberal democracy as a foundation for trusted international relations. It was probably first used in a 1985 article by J.R. Hollingsworth and L.N. Lindberg «The Governance of the American Economy: The Role of Markets, Clans, Hierarchies, and Associative Behaviour».
[3] It received common coinage after the Rio Conference of 1992, when it entered international public discourse.

 

A few things stand out. First, the term was ambiguous at the outset. It referred to the governance of a national economy and especially the institutional arrangements existing among firms and with political institutions. Although the term stems from the French ‘gouvernance’  (where it went into disuse early)  and has been in use since the 14th Century in English as an equivalent for Government, its current use is much broader. 

Second, the term entered the academic debate through the discipline of economics. Its subsequent use, however, has expanded into political science and international relations taking on additional meanings. 

Third, the term obtained an increasing ideological ‘loading’ and became associated with the advent of global liberal democracy as advocated by authors like Fukuyama in his influential book The End of History. 

 

I shall elaborate on Fukuyama’s notion of good governance since he has just published a book on democratisation and development. Moreover he is an influential public intellectual in the US, both in academia and in policy circles.

 

Fukuyama (1992: 43) defines a country as democratic “if it grants its people the right to choose their own government through periodic, secret-ballot, multi-party elections, on the basis of universal and equal adult suffrage.” He sees liberalism and democracy as usually going ”together, even though they can be separated in theory.” (Ibid.).

He defines governance as “the core functions of a society that cannot be privatized and done by the market or outsourced -- providing the rule of law, protection of property rights, protection of individual rights, physical security, infrastructure.” (Fukuyama 2004a)

 

Fukuyama on Governance and Democracy

In your new book, Nation Building: Governance and World Order in the 21st Century, you argue that bad governance or not enough government is the reason why Third World countries outside East Asia are unable to develop. Does this mean you want competent governments […] before full democracies? 

The two are so much related. Normally, you cannot have good governance without democracy. Singapore is an example that everybody points to -- a very efficient bureaucracy, government by technocrats, without democracy so far. That is one possible model, but in practice very few countries are able to achieve Singapore's level of good governance. 

And I think that democracy is a component of good governance because in many cases it is really impossible to have a government that is responsible to the needs of the people it is trying to serve without participation, feedback and the ability to hold officials accountable. So, I think in some level you cannot separate the two. 

Source: Al Ahram 29-4-2004 – see http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2004/688/intrvw.htm
 

Fukuyama’s recent work has therefore tended to elaborate these notions of democratisation and good governance. In another 2004 interview he states:

The truth of the matter is that the real problem for most of the Third World is […] political -- bad institutions and bad governance. That has been the underemphasized aspect of development theory. Development requires governance first of all. The dominant problem in the Third World is not too much government, but not enough government or no government at all.

For the promise of "the end of history" to come true, competent self-governing institutions have to come into being. That is why state building is important.

On the question whether a state must be democratic to develop, Fukuyama replies:

Well, before you have democracy you have to have government. Period. You have to have a functioning state that can, first of all, provide security and the economic basics. It can be authoritarian and still develop. Most of East Asia has done well under authoritarian governance. It is only over the longer term as the society grows more prosperous and there are greater social demands for participation that not having democracy becomes problematic from a development standpoint.

Then, people are less willing to tolerate an authoritarian government. Not to have a democracy then becomes destabilizing because democracy is the basis of legitimacy in modern societies. We see this in Hong Kong today, where the per capita income is far beyond the cutoff point at about $25,000.

What can we learn from this brief analysis of one current author’s use of the notions of democratisation in relation to good governance?

First: Fukuyama uses a definition of democracy that refers to the formal characteristics of the democratic process (multi-party system, regular elections). Compare this to the notion used by Spinoza and one is struck by the difference. Although Spinoza also stresses majority decision and the rule of law, he hardly refers to any of the other paraphernalia as being essential. The key of his notion of direct democracy lies in the increase of understanding to make better rules or laws.

Second, Fukuyama states that good government precedes democracy. In Spinoza’s terms: good government by the few precedes the government by the many. 

Third, Fukuyama states that economic development precedes democracy. He has found that there seems to be a cutting point at around a per capita annual GNP of US$ 6.000. Spinoza does not define democratisation in terms of prior economic development.

My impression is, that these three propositions form core of a consensus emerging over the late 90’s with regard to the role of democratisation in the development agenda. Fukuyama does not stand alone; recent authors like Rivera-Batiz (1999) or Feng (2003) provide empirical data underpinning the proposed relation between governance, democratisation and development or economic growth. 

Even though policy differences exist between EU and the US, I would venture to say that the core assumptions did not differ in Washington and Brussels. On the whole, European views with regard to good governance and democratisation rhyme with the views emerging from Washington (for an analysis see Santiso 2002). The question then can be asked: will there be a specific European development agenda with regard to democratisation and in what respects would it be different from a US agenda?

 

A European development agenda on democratisation?

The consensus referred to above was based on broad agreement regarding democratisation over the 1990’s. With the Cold War suddenly absent, governments in the South were confronted with a series of aid conditionalities broadly aiming at an improvement of governance. The EU participated through its Green Paper and subsequently the negotiations that led to the Cotonou Agreement.

According to observers like Moore (2003:1) this “consensus is about to dissolve”. With the exception of precious few states like Brazil, or Kerala in India, he sees an end to the cases, which can bolster the consensus. Moore argues that the appearance of the Bush administration in the US has led to an elementary division among states which support US foreign policy and those that question it. Fukuyama (2004b, c) notes a comparable development when he argues that the US ‘hard’ approach in establishing regimes contrasts with the soft one of the Europeans. Fukuyama (2004b) sees a complementarity between the two:

Europeans pride themselves on their "soft power" approach to international problems. Nation-building fits in that category. The United States has gone the other route with its "hard power" approach. Consequently, there has been a de facto division of labor where the United States goes in and does all the fighting and the Europeans come in after to clean up and rebuild.

This only gets you so far because both components of power are ultimately necessary. You cannot do without either of them.

How does this manifest itself in the EU’s development policies? The principles are there, as Carlos Santiso has argued. The question is: does the practice of the Cotonou agreement bear the principles out? Both in Europe and in ACP countries questions are raised. Kachingwe (2002) argues that the EU’s governance agenda is one-sided and disproportionally focused on the ACP side. She argues also that the Iraq war generates a global context, which “ is not a very good place for good governance to begin to take root.” For civil society in the South the good governance agenda needs to be placed in the context of a social and economic justice agenda. “The governance question will not be solved by a few consultations with civil society here and there, or even by staging democratic elections every five years.[…] The governance problems and challenges that we face call for a much deeper kind of transformation in our social, political and economic orders.” (Ibid)

With the decline of European development cooperation and its instruments (Box 2004), observers in the South increasingly wonder where the real priorities lie in a Europe, as divided as it presently is. Take the remarkable case of rapid de-democratisation in Nancy Kachingwe’s Zimbabwe. This is a significant case because of three interrelated factors:

·         the breakdown of communication between the respective government and the EU, and, for that matter most of its member states due to gross violations of human rights, and a rapid decline in most indicators commonly associated with good governance
[4]
·         the continued support of a large part of the electorate for the  Mugabe government despite human rights violations
[5]
·         the continued support of Southern African governments associated in SADEC and a reticence by others to condemn the Mugabe government’s media control and electoral manipulations 
[6]
The striking and worrying phenomenon is the paradox of a generally high support for democracy in Zimbabwe (with 71 per cent of Zimbabwe voters agreeing in 2001), with only 18 per cent being satisfied with the way democracy worked at the time (Bratton 2002:3) and with an ever increasing part of the population accepting one-party rule in 2004 (Chikwanha 2004). The power of propaganda is ubiquitous. 

Zimbabwe used to be a country in Africa with an above-average support for democracy and the lowest satisfaction with the given situation in 2001. If this country is de-democratising rapidly, what should one expect in countries with much less of a democratic tradition and much less support for it. Add to this the fact that Mugabe currently is the most respected African of all time among Africans, after former presidents Mandela and Nkrumah
[7]. 

The case of Zimbabwe is therefore not an isolated one. It points to a worrying gulf between European and African thinking, which is unlikely to be solved through traditional forms of international cooperation. Comparable trends regarding a lowering of popular support for democracy can be noted in Latin America (Graham & Sukhtankar 2004). Satisfaction with the way democracy is working has decreased; yet support for democracy as a system of government increased. 

If the above trends persist, European international cooperation agendas regarding democratisation are in dire straits. First, there is an Atlantic divide which reduces consensus among donors. Second there is a North South divide, with increasing dissatisfaction among Southern electorates or even acceptance of failure as in Zimbabwe. Third, I noted the seminal decline of EU (and member-state) international development cooperation as a way to support Southern democratisation. 

As Kachingwe argued, the democratic paraphernalia do not suffice: multi-partyism, national elections and universal adult suffrage as mentioned by Fukuyama are only aspects of a particular form of democratisation. What counts is the foundation, the trust
[8] of people in their institutions and the opportunities for direct democracy to safeguard the commonwealth and the well-being of its citizens, in Spinoza’s words. It may be time for Europeans to re-calibrate their concept of democracy against classical views in order to provide a foundation for international cooperation policies. As an almond grower I know: it takes solid root-stock to make good fruit.

* President, EADI; summary of a lecture held on August 30th, 2004 in Enschede at the occasion of the EADI Summer School Constructing Democracy? Challenges for the European Development Agenda.
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