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Lloyd Etheredge
Democracy was trusted widely at the end of the 20th century as the best political system for
human progress. However, unexpected global trends across the past fifteen years arouse serious
concern, and the possibility that they will continue is alarming. Democracy-generated progress
has stalled. A new, unforeseen politics of fear and anger has brought democratic values and
institutions under siege in many places, including several of the world’s most powerful
countries. What should we do? The challenge, to be discussed at an international roundtable
and planning workshop organized by WAAS and WUC, can be summarized in three
dimensions:

1.) The global spread of democracy has stopped. Democracy spread in Eastern
Europe after the Cold War, but not much has happened since. Instead, China and Russia
have consolidated authoritarian oligarchies that rule 1.5 billion people. Once-promising
democracies (e.g., Turkey, Venezuela) have eroded. Violence to create religious
dictatorships has spread in the Islamic world. In Africa (and elsewhere - e.g., Haiti and
parts of the Middle East) history’s evolutionary pathway has led to failed or fragile
states, decades of assistance for economic and political development notwithstanding.
2.) Progress within democracies has stalled. The implied promise that liberal
democracy will bring economic and social justice for everyone is no longer reliable. 1
The distribution of the world’s wealth has become more unequal, with the top 1 %
owning half of the world’s wealth (about $140 trillion.) Newer democracies grant a
right to vote. However, their democratic political processes are manipulated and remain
superficial. Behind the scenes, traditional oligarchies still select candidates and decide
what to exclude from agendas. An apparent rise of corruption (e.g., Brazil) suggests an
erosion of values in some democratic Establishments.
3.) In developed democracies, voters are turning against democratic values and
institutions, expressing and building a new politics of fear and anger. At one level,
democracy may be working: voters are removing unsatisfactory politicians and elites.
However, new demagogic and divisive leaders also are arising whose solutions are
unlikely to work and who increase fear and polarization. Elected, the new leaders (e.g.,
in America) attack the formal and informal rules, cultural norms, and other institutions
that support democracy. (They use fake news; aggressive, loud, message-of-the-day
media attack machines; and sophisticated negative campaigning to increase turn-out by
arousing fear and anger). The new demagoguery is bringing nationalism and ethnic
prejudice, greater military investments, and renewed talk about building more nuclear
weapons.
A three-day international Future of Democracy roundtable and planning workshop
should seek to understand these trends, designate priorities, and create needed
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strategies. Below are ten issues grouped into three categories for discussion. The intent
is to begin crafting a policy framework for the best application of knowledge to the
future of democracy: 1.) Where are we? 2.) What do democracies need to know? and
3.) Planning.
1. Where are We?

Liberal democracies often are analyzed as incandescent achievements, requiring many
centuries and causal contributions, including the preaching of religious authority, and
violence to change a political world of authority, obedience, exploitation, and injustice.
What worked best? Is the right answer to repeat these strategies?

What is happening now? Are there new types of strategies that will work if applied
more widely? Many roundtable participants will have first-hand observations of human
rights advocacy, social marketing and cultural strategy, non-violent methods, the
ending of the Cold War and the earlier nuclear arms race (after 70,000 nuclear weapons
were built), democracy-building in Eastern Europe, the Arab Spring; and UDC nationbuilding cases. How did the world achieve the enlightened global behavior of the
environmental movement, the cooperation for international public health, and
coordinated global responses to humanitarian emergencies?

The Axial Age (800 BC to 200 BC) laid the foundations for philosophy and brought
the world's major religious and ethical systems to life. Leading thinkers shared the goal
of human flourishing as the defining purpose of governments and the standard to
evaluate governments. Also, they shared a diagnosis: “[T]he unbridled pursuit of
wealth, power, fame, sensual passion, arrogance, and pride” impeded the achievement
of the good. (Schwartz, quoted in Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution, 2011, p. 422).
Are the same motivations again undermining progress?
Or are there other explanations? One possibility is that dysfunctions of the American
political system are responsible. 2 Another possibility is that the size of modern
democracies requires enormous (and inhibiting) investments of time and money to
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create agendas and momentum. [If this diagnosis is correct, a solution may be needed
or other remedies will fail.]
2. What Do Democracies Need to Know?
The next three topics [4.) Equal Justice Under Law: Metrics; 5.) Economics and
Politics; 6.) Achieving Enlightened Behavior] identify a second dimension for
discussion: To achieve the goal of democracy (the flourishing of all human beings,
someday), what do democracies need to know? Especially in a complex and pluralist
world of 7.5 billion people (most of whom might not be listening)? Since almost all
democracies assign decisions to elected representatives, a related analysis is to
inventory what these elected representatives would need to know to organize swifter
progress for everyone?

It might be useful, to stimulate and organize a democratic renewal, to create a full
annual set of accurate metrics disclosing the distance that each society must travel to
deliver equal justice under law to all citizens. Metrics help human beings to recognize
comfortable complacency, remind their better selves of unjustified suffering, establish
accountability and manage organizational processes, learn, identify blind spots, and
accelerate progress. In a world where discrimination and unjustified suffering are
ubiquitous, the new metrics might pinpoint the problems to solve so that democracies
and human potential can flourish. 3 [Although the task may seem daunting, democracies
often do not need majorities to write the future but only organized and committed
minorities with gifted leadership.)
Confucius believed that most political revolutions and reforms did not work
because what was needed was a renewal of spirit and the sacredness of other
people and nature. Facts alone probably will not work unless they are informed
by this special knowledge that Confucius sought.
[A comprehensive metrics should allow creative measures that publicize problems
that have become invisible to most voters. The new data on police line-of-duty shooting
of unarmed civilians, by race, in America has been alarming. Most citizens may not
have thought about how many other missing metrics would cause them to say
“Something ought to be done about . . .”
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The relationship between economics (both wealth and economic performance) and
power shapes societal outcomes in all forms of government, including democracy.
Unequal wealth usually changes a one-person-one-vote reality in a democratic political
system and can skew results. In America, this power becomes greater as the cost of
perpetual political campaigns and election cycles has escalated to billions of dollars.
A second issue has emerged from simple models of both economic market systems
and democratic political systems. The economic theory of public goods identifies
benefits to collective human welfare that will be underfunded by market systems. The
parallel conclusion for national democratic politics occurs when future beneficiaries
and victims, foreigners (etc.) cannot vote. With the increasing reliance upon democratic
governments, the world might be witnessing the cumulative effects of their designed
limitations. Perhaps a wise recommendation is to rely upon other systems, with
comparative advantages, to fill the gaps. [Although they will currently be underfunded
(e.g., scientific research, large non-profit institutions like the Gates Foundation).]
- A related issue is that unequal wealth can shift the wealthy into a separate reality,
a disconnection that can make government unresponsive to the agendas of invisible
citizens of lower status.

If the world needs enlightened behavior, and a critical component [setting aside
rationality] is a spiritual growth, how can this be brought to life in time?
The Axial Age pioneered several methods to improve enlightened behavior: 1.)
Obedience to universal moral codes commanded by a supreme Deity; 2.) The invention
of a new educational process (by Socrates and Plato's Academy) to produce
philosopher-kings; 3.) Self-cultivation. (Confucius believed that human progress would
be assured as soon as rulers understood what a fully developed human being could be.);
4.) Buddhism and other spiritual traditions advanced techniques (e.g., meditation) for a
belief-independent awakening and growth of compassion.
More recently, science and other professions have contributed a new identity, set of
values, and spirit. Today, new professional programs offer to train future leaders who
can be trusted to apply science-based problem-solving and build international networks
for progress that work better than relying upon politics or majority voting or waiting
for philosopher-kings. [The sociologist Max Weber suggested that political
achievements also will grow to the extent that politics evolves as a profession.]
A useful step might be to discuss the problem with Buddhist thinkers, the Catholic
Church and other religious/spiritual traditions that have been working this angle for
2,000+ years and may have reached an upper bound. Can they take a fresh look at
practical methods that facilitate enlightened behavior and that the world could use
without requiring conversion to Buddhism or Catholicism?
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3. Planning

Is it possible that democracies are in trouble because the scale of today’s democratic
institutions requires specialized skills and investments to develop agendas and make
changes? Would a new 21st-century curriculum for citizenship to teach effective
change-making improve democratic performance? What would the new curriculum be
like? [In early Athens, courage was taught in many ways and considered a part of the
education for effective democratic citizenship and for other areas if life.]

The extraordinary, continuing high rates of “lost generation” youth unemployment and
de facto messages of indifference in the EU and UDCs since the 2008 global economic
crisis began, are likely to be increasingly dangerous for democracy and costly for longterm growth. As interest rates rise, the annual payments on the vast increases in national
debts will eliminate new funds for better futures and force cutbacks in retirement,
health, and safety-net benefits that voters expected. Politics will become even more
zero-sum and angrier. Cumulative resignation of written-off youth may shift to political
outrage and instability if repayments of government debts and interest to banks takes
priority (as it did in Germany before WWII).
Statistically, economists can predict that new recessions in most nations will occur
in the next several years. However, because of the 2008 crisis and slow recovery there
will be limited options for governments to protect their people by lowering interest rates
or adding deficits for stimulus. What do democracies need to know, now, to plan for
the added economic and political stress that is coming?

What are specific recommendations to repair the dysfunctional political system in
America? In the current era of Donald Trump et al., what might be done about urgent
and dangerous problems (e.g., involving nuclear weapons) where there could be
catastrophic effects for other countries.? How might faked news and Russian
interventions (be solved while retaining free speech and press? 4

A meta-question about likely results of the roundtable and its planning
recommendations to set the world on a better track: When information is imperfect,
how can this prudently inform successful planning? A specific sub-question: Are there
further catastrophic failures of democracy (like 2008) that require new vigilance and
methods of early detection?
3/14/18
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Winston P. Nagan

In the historical record of managing human groups, there are several contested models. There
is “rule by the one”, the monarch, or the “rule by the few”, the oligarchs, “or the rule that
empowers all citizens to participate in the decisions that affect the community”. It is the Greeks
that gave an emphasis to the notion of popular participation of citizens in the process of decision
making by, for and about them. It should be remembered however, that even this original form
of democracy was flawed. Women had no effective participatory rights and since the economy
was significantly dependent upon slaves to maintain the economic space for democratic
practice, the slaves too did not participate. In short, even in its origins the democratic ideal was
mainly aspirational rather than a statement of political fact. Still, there is a great deal that
permitted this aspirational idea to endure although as a political force it had to contend with
other powerful forces skeptical of the principle of democracy. One important aspect to the
expansion of the rights of the citizen was the idea that rights could only be secured regardless
of the forms of governance if they were co defied and accessible to the population at large. In
short, the citizens’ rights and duties could be secured by the myth of the rule of law against
democratic or oligarchic or monarchic abuse.
The earliest effort to join law with empowerment took place during the 1700’s BC the Emperor
Hammurabi proposed a set of rules called the Code of Hammurabi. This code set out the rights
and duties of the people that lived in the Hammurabi’s empire. Since these rights were co defied
as law, they secured the legal rights of the subjects of the empire. This of course is not
democracy but when the rights and duties of the citizens are secured it enlarges the space for
individuals to make decisions about their interests.
During the early period of Roman law, there were constant conflicts between the lower class
Plebeians and the Upper Class Patricians. One of the great sources of conflict was the fact that
the average Pleb had no idea what his legal rights and duties were. This made them subject to
exploitation and abuse. Pleb agitation resulted in the codification of the famous law of the XII
Tables. This was the first essential codification of law in the western European tradition. This
was not a major democratic advance but it enabled people to make decisions about their own
affairs that could be secured by the codified newly crafted XII Tables.
As Roman law evolved, the idea of developing the rules governing all aspects of society lead
to the creation of scholarly forms of codification in the form of the writings of distinguished
jurists and their application by neutral judges. Even though these juristic writings were not
officially characterized by the Law of the emperor, even the emperor was often bound to respect
them. This made the jurists suspect and over time several of them were murdered because they
generated subversive ideas that restrained the abusive authority.
The emperor Justinian determined that all the great corpus of the law should be codified which
the jurists did. The compilation came in four books. One the {The Institutes} --- This was a
student’s textbook, The {Kodaks} and the {Novellae} the new laws. This initiative made the
rules of law accessible to all citizens and again, regardless of the imperfections of the political
system, the codification of the law provided political space to the subject under the law.
These works inspired by Justinian later became the foundations of the emergence of
enlightenment and University based education in Europe. This resulted in immense scholarly
energy directed at systemizing the law in the books. However, the written law also became a
source for protecting indiduval rights. These scholarly works formed the basis of one of the
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most revolutionary developments in expanding the democratic ideals in France. Napoleon
directed that the law be reduced to codes and in codified form, the law would be accessible to
all citizens. The Napoleonic codes gave significant inspiration to the individual citizen having
a capacity to rely on the written law to protect them from governmental abuse. The codes still
endure today.
In England, another revolt inspired by the nobleman required King John to subscribe to a
document referred to as the Great Charter, The Magna Carta. Essentially, the Magna Carta
blocked the King from exploiting the rights of the nobleman. The Magna Carta soon extended
to all English men. It established the great principle that even the great monarchists are bound
by the law. These limits inspired parliamentary processes and the gradual secretion of
democratic values and parliamentary institutions. It should not be thought that the struggle
between law and monarchy was simple. Monarchs resisted the idea of being subject to law and
in England, a revolution resulted in the removal of the monarchs head.
The great revolution in the United States against the English monarch was reinforced by the
idea that the American Revolution was a democratic revolution. In this revolution the congress
was elected and so was the President. However, women were not fully enfranchised and slaves
were completely left out of the notion of the body politic. Notwithstanding oligarchic
tendencies survived and they presented a challenge to democracy when the south of the United
States decided to withdraw. Abraham Lincoln understood the challenge that this posed to the
survival of democracy and in his Gettysburg Address he pointed out that the civil war has been
fought so that government could of the people, for the people, by the people and will not perish
from the Earth.
The First World War was a war fought by monarchs and oligarchs and ruling classes, this was
a war in which technology out struck the military brain. Eventually the US came into the war
on the side of the Allies who were much more democratic than the oligarchic Germans. Wilson,
the American president, had a big picture that could emerge as a consequence of the war. His
vision was World Peace and the Universalization of Democracy by the principle of selfdetermination. Unfortunately, the league could not live up to their promise as dictatorships
began to flourish. Soon, all were engulfed in the Second World War. However, Wilsonian
idealism was not dead. It reemerged in the form of the Atlantic Charter and the four freedoms
upon which the UN Charter is based. These freedoms were freedom of speech and expression
{democracy}, the freedom of consciousness and belief {more democracy, freedom from want
{economic democracy} and freedom from fear [the freedom from war]. During the post-World
War period, the world community emerged their global constitutional system based on the UN
Charter and a global Bill of Rights based on the Universal Declaration of Human rights and
several important covenants that specify the fundamental rights of the individual in the world
community.
Essentially, the Human rights dimension of the development of these rights was largely inspired
by the human empowerment and self-determination. In short, it was fundamentally inspired by
the idea of democracy secured by the rule of law. This does not mean that it would be an instant
global transformation from monarchy or oligarchy to democracy. This is a matter that is still
greatly contended. For example, one of the fundamentals of the law was the Stalinist controlled
USSR. The USSR, although it used the rhetoric of self-determination, it was essentially a
stallanistic autocracy and its influence spread as a contending ideology to the ideologies of
social democratic liberalism. This is meant that we went through a global constitutional crisis
called the Cold War with a threat of nuclear conflict and today even in the post-communist
world, there is a strong residue emerging from Mr. Puden projecting an authoritarian
dispensation as a Bull Walk against democracy. The fight for democracy continues. Apart from
the political polarity generated by the Cold War, the UN charter which was the successor to the
League of Nations, inherited the democratic principle in the form of the right to selfdetermination. This principle of self-determination generated by the league was also an
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instrument that challenged alien rule via colonialism or imperialism. The principle of selfdetermination and its democratic implications are spelled out in detail in the Declaration on
Principles of International Law concerning friendly relations and cooperation amongst states in
accordance with the charter of the United Nations. (1970) The depreciation of democratic
values is further indicated in the Declaration when it states “subjection of peoples to alien
subjugation, domination and exploitation constitutes a violation of the principle as well as a
denial of fundamental human rights.”
The International Bill of Rights provides a documentary foundation for the human rights to
democracy. In particular, Articles 18 through 21 highlight the most important foundations of
democratic values. To this we should add, Article 6 of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights which stipulates “everyone has the right to recognition everywhere as a person before
the law.” The Universal Declaration is complemented by two of the vitally important
instruments of the International Constitutional System. These are the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights (1966) and The International Covenant on Economic and
Sociocultural rights (1966). These instruments are further supplemented by volumes of
International and Regional instruments affirming the centrality of the human rights to
democracy. These documents in effect represent the rule of Law foundations of the human right
to democracy as a global alternative.
In the current picture of world politics, democracy flourishes but it is not unchallenged. Recent
revelations concerning the electronic interference with elections held in the European Union
and the United States can potentially be very destabilizing. These interventions represent an
effort to undermine the confidence in the integrity of political participation in elections. Even
without foreign interference, there are still significant efforts in the United States. For example,
voters suppression and the manipulation of voting districts to dilute the value of political
participation. In addition, in states where there are restraints on financial campaigning, the
consequences often arise in Plutocratic influence.
This is the summary of the fundamental values incorporated in the democratic ethos “Everyone
has the right to take part in the government of his country, directly or through freely chosen
representatives, everyone has the right to equal access to public service in his country, the will
of the people shall be the basis of the authority of government; this will shall be expressed in
periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal suffrage and shall be held
by secret vote or by equivalent free voting procedures”
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João Caraça

To reflect on “Democracy” one has to go back to basic principles.
Democracy is not a form of government nor a type of constitution, but rather the expression of
values connected to the will of the peoples.
Therefore, we can have diverse degrees, a little, or more, or full expression of democratic values
or even no level of democracy in any political and constitutional form.
Democracy is based on popular will, whose legitimacy depends on the regular confirmation of
that will. Thus, democracy presupposes the rule of law, coupled with a verification process.
Democracy has emerged only twice in history. In both cases social communication has
developed and assumed a central role in the political process.
The first epoch of democracy preceded the political preeminence of Athens in classical Greece.
Practically all fifth century B.C. Athenian citizens knew how to read and write. It was a period
of direct democracy where all citizens were called to exercise their rights and duties.
The essence of Athenian democracy was vested in three principles: equal participation in the
exercise of power; equality before the law; equal right to free speech.
However, the declining hegemony of Athens after the golden Age of Pericles is the possible
explanation for the fact that no Athenian author has celebrated democracy and its practices.
The second time democracy encounters human populations is in the aftermath of the
Enlightenment and of the «Great Transformation» that ensued. The values heralded by the
French revolution: liberté, egalité, fraternité, were propelled as universals.
The introduction of education, the eradication of illiteracy, the creation of systems of public
instruction were essential to the success of the new way of life in industrializing societies. And
“progress” stimulated, reinforced and promoted the preeminence of economic perspective.
The emerging world-system was being structured along communication and financial networks.
In Western nations modern science was becoming the paradigm of true knowledge and new
forms of government based on the representation of citizens (and of property) were being
developed, supported by the development of political parties and the press.
In the turbulent climate of the nineteenth century liberty did overcome equality (fraternity
had vanished much earlier, after 1793, as its universalization was supposed to be “outrageous”)
much helped by the climate of economic growth, new wealth and political dominance enjoyed
by the European nations in the concert of the world. But all went on.
Mass movements, demonstrations and social unrest brought the concept of “class struggles” to
the fore and the proliferation of revolutionary attempts. The impact of the World War and the
subsequent Russian revolution provoked the re-emergence of the word “democracy” to
designate republican or monarchic liberal regimes as a counterpoint to the “socialisms” that
were rampant in the 1920’s.
This designation was later reinforced, during the Cold War, as the nations of the “free” world
were seen as opposing “communism”, a promised goal in the Eastern part of the world.
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Representative democracy became thus the characteristic of the political regimes of the
Western nations since then, in varied declinations according to time and territory. In these
democracies the central question is the free expression of citizenship.
The citizen is one who participates, who objects, who demands why. He or she must possess
and safe keep critical spirit, i.e. the capacity of interrogating, of demanding explanations to the
governing institutions.
The achievements of democracy in the past century have been undeniably the creation of a
general climate of peace, prosperity and social justice in the nations of the Western world.
But, as time goes by, the network society is becoming under siege. Competitiveness has been
erected as the ultimate vector of wealth creation, and commodification of all life forms its
counterpart. Public space is becoming littered with fake or uninteresting information, and
education is suffering from chronical underinvestment. This overall crisis shows that the
capitalist world-system is undergoing a bifurcation. But where to?
The future of the world will be played in the field of equality, because liberty is ingenuous and,
if let alone, easily captured by sellers of illusions or dealers in chimeras. This is the harsh lesson
to be learned from the joys and abuses of the twentieth century.

1. In the present multipolar world can peace be maintained by the democratic nations?
2. In the present state of informational capitalism can prosperity (or fair redistribution of
wealth) be assured in the democratic nations?
In the present state of disaggregation of state machineries through privatization and
financiarization can social justice be implemented or even enforced?
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Elif Çepni

Many forms of Government have been tried and will be tried in this world of sin and woe. No
one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise. Indeed, it has been said that democracy is
the worst form of Government except for all those other forms that have been tried from time
to time.… Winston Churchill, House of Commons, 1947.
Democracy is the government of the people, by the people, for the people. (A. Lincoln)
The ballet is stronger than the bullet. (A. Lincoln).
Democracy is the subject of broad consensus and its promotion is high on the agenda of
international institutions. It is only form of government that guarantees many freedoms and it
has been accepted widely as the right way of governance. Democratic societies achieved higher
per capita income and better social indicators.
No consensus exists on how to define democracy, but legal equality, freedom and rule of law
have been identified as important characteristics since ancient times. Furthermore, freedom of
political expression, freedom of speech, and freedom of the press are considered to be essential
rights that allow eligible citizens to be adequately informed and able to vote according to their
own interests.
Democracy is a universally recognised ideal as well as a goal, which is based on common values
shared by peoples through- out the world community irrespective of cultural, political, social
and economic differences. It is thus a basic right of citizenship to be exercised under conditions
of freedom, equality, transparency and responsibility, with due respect for the plurality of
views, and in the interest of the polity (Democracy: Its Principles and Achievement,1998).
As a form of government, it is a political system that has a capacity for self-correction.
Its main achievements could be summarized as follows;
The diversity of experiences and cultural particularities without derogating from internationally
recognised principles, norms and standards.
Preserving and promoting the dignity and fundamental rights of the individual, to achieve social
justice, foster the economic and social development of the community, strengthen the cohesion
of society and enhance national tranquillity, as well as to create a climate that is favourable for
international peace.
A genuine partnership between men and women in the conduct of the affairs of society in which
they work in equality and complementarity, drawing mutual enrichment from their differences.
No one is above the law and all are equal. Equal, open and transparent political competitionfree and fair elections based on universal equal secret suffrage.
Civil and political rights to vote and to be elected, the rights of expression and assembly.
Access to information and the right to organize political parties. Everyone can take a part in the
management of public affairs.
Public accountability, checks and balances, independent judicial institutions.
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“Freedom of Choice” and more…….
A wide variety of regime types exist. Monarchy, dictatorship, aristocracy, oligarchy,
democracy, totalitarian, autocratic, authoritarian, constitutional, anarchist could be listed.
Within democratic systems there could be direct democracy, representative democracy,
parliamentary democracy and presidential democracy.
There is no consensus on which one preforms better in terms of providing better well-being and
stability.
But it is known that the political and social Structure of a country may block or distort the
normal economic processes. The definition of “institutions” is a broad one reflecting the “rules
of the game” in society.
These institutions are not limited to Government organizations existing in building but extended
to a wide range of social behaviour and influences.
Many researchers focus on a narrower concept relating to the role of Government institutions
concerning: Property Rights, Regulatory Institutions, Macroeconomic Stabilization, Social
Insurance, Conflict Management, Political Rights.
Today, the basic achievements of democratic regimes are valued and accepted by almost all
members of the international world order with some exceptions although there are some
nonignorable problems of it.

1. How the interdependence between peace, development and respect for the rule of law and
human rights can be examined?
2. How the relationship between “strong economy” and “good democracy” can be explained?
3. What is the role of democracy and its institutions to keep the balance between diversity and
uniformity, individuality and collectivity to improve social cohesion and solidarity?
4. What is the relationship between “welfare state” and “democracy”?
5. What is the role of education and social capital in the (The UNDP defines “human
development” as a “process of enlarging people’s choices”) spread and better performance
of democracy?
6. How the causality relations between “the health of democracy” and “the level of
educational attainment” can be explained?
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Zbigniew Bochniarz

Over the course of two decades, my colleague Sandra Archibald (University of Washington,
Evans School of Public Policy and Governance) and I led an international research team that
studied systemic transformation in post-Communist Central and Eastern Europe. Our team
produced a series of articles in 2003, 2005, 2008 and 200 59, which argued that at least 10
Central and East European countries (which we named the CEEC-10) had made significant
progress over the previous 10 to 15 years transforming their totalitarian political systems with
centrally planned economies to democracies based on market principles. This transformation
was expedited based on each individual country meeting European Union (EU) institutional,
economic and social requirements both before and after they joined. Czech Republic, Estonia,
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia joined the EU in 2004, and Bulgaria
and Romania joined in 2007. In 2009 our research team concluded that the CEEC-10 had
completed their systemic transformation and had begun moving toward a sustainable path of
development based on the implementation of triple-bottom-line principles (TBL). Significant
investments in human capital (HC) and social capital (SC) had produced a solid institutional
base, including constitutions and other basic laws. (One of the sustainability criteria considered
in the research included Non-declining Total Capital – NTK, which includes HC, SC, NC –
natural capital – and MC – manmade capital).
However, this progress has been seriously challenged, as several members of the CEEC-10,
beginning in 2010, have been taken over by the populist-nationalistic wave, which has
significantly changed their basic institutions, including their constitutions (in legal or illegal
ways) and rules of law. These countries include Hungary since 2010, Poland since 2015, and
likely the Czech Republic since their elections in fall 2017. To further illustrate how the
progress made along the path of sustainable development could wane in these countries in the
near future, this essay will consider the latest institutional developments in Poland.
In Poland the ruling coalition led by the Law & Justice Party (PiS) started to dismantle the
independence of the Constitutional Court by replacing – mainly illegally – its independent
judges with their own loyalists just after the parliamentary election in fall 2015. By 2017 they
succeeded in completely subordinating the Court to the executive branch of government despite
the activity of parliamentary opposition parties, country-wide protests and interventions from
the European Commission and the Venice Commission, comprised of prominent European and
American judges. As of the writing of this article (Winter 2018), there are no independent
institutional checks on the constitutionality of the Polish Government’s capacity to pass new
laws and regulations.
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In July 2017, the Government used the superfast track of the legislative process, passing three
basic laws that de facto changed the Polish constitutional order – the Common Court System,
the Country Justice Council (KRS) and the Supreme Court – by simple majority rule in the
Sejm (Parliament) and Senate, bringing foundational changes to the country’s political system
in just two weeks. Both the process and the contents of the laws violated the Polish Constitution
and basic parliamentary procedures in many areas such as excluding opposition parties from
the discussion and nongovernmental organizations from consultations. Although the President,
who is a member of PiS, initially vetoed two of the laws (the two which significantly limited
his power in favor of the General Prosecutor, who is also the Minister of Justice), the Common
Court System law was signed by him and went into effect on September 1, 2017. After
negotiations between the President and the PiS party chairman J. Kaczynski – the real decisionmaker – two other laws went through the parliamentary amendment process again, were passed
by the ruling majority and signed with several insignificant changes, shifting some power from
the General Prosecutor to the President and Parliament on December 20, 2017.
The impact of these unconstitutional changes came very soon. As of September 1, 2017, over
120 heads and their regional court deputies have been fired without any comment or
justification, and new judges have been appointed who are loyal to the General Prosecutor. The
justice system is losing its independence, as it is subordinated to the executive brunch run by
one-party interests. Basic democratic values, such as rule-of-law, are disappearing step-by-step.
The nation is deeply divided, scared and insecure, and private business has cut their investments
to the lowest level in a decade (this is a significant threat to sustaining restitution and
modernization of MC). Today, Poland’s economic growth is mainly fueled by consumption
expenditures financed from budget transfers (mainly by the “500+” program for about 3.5
million people with multiple children), which was instrumental in granting the PiS election
victory in 2015.
Recently introduced government “education reform” (called “deform” by the opposition) brings
the structure of the Polish K-12 system back to the 1980s (8+4) with old traditional ways of
teaching based on teacher-centered approaches. Critical and integrative thinking, combined
with practical projects, which were the emphasis of the previous system, have been replaced by
extended national history curricula and religion classes at each level. The new curricula could
create long-lasting damage to the formation of Poland’s human capital – the real engine of
transformation, development and growth.
Natural capital (NC) has also been victimized by the current government. PiS introduced
massive “sanitary” (the Minister of the Environment’s term) cutting in Europe’s oldest ancient
forest, Puszcza Bialowieska, which is protected for conservation by Polish and EU laws.
Despite massive protests from academia and NGO communities, the EC and UNESCO, it was
continued until January 2018. Recently introduced amendments to hunting laws (January 2,
2018) gave hunters the rights to hunt in national parks and on private land even against the will
of their owners, who risk penalization if they protest. The official reason for these changes is
to fight AFS – a disease that effects pigs and wild boars – which has spread from Belarus over
last few years due to a lack of effective enforcement of governmental policies. The new hunting
laws echo government explanations for aggressively cutting the ancient forests in Puszcza
Bialowieska for the sake of the forest health and safety of tourists.
Aggressive xenophobic propaganda exercised by the government-controlled media
(particularly by the Polish TV – TVP) against opposition parties, intellectual elites, refugees,
neighbors and the EU destroys the social capital (SC) that slowly grew after the transformation
due to legitimacy of the democratically elected governments.
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The recent development involving controversial amendments to the Act on the Institute of
National Remembrance (IPN), which were hastily passed by the Parliament in January and
signed by the President on February 6, 2018, opened new areas of conflict not only within
Poland but within international communities and states, particularly with Israel and Ukraine.
The initial idea behind the amendment was to fight the term “Polish death camps,” which
appears from time to time, mainly in the foreign media but also in the speeches of some
politicians. For example, President Obama accidently used this term in his speech awarding a
posthumous Presidential Medal of Freedom to Polish hero Jan Karski – an officer from the
Polish Underground during WWII, who risked his life many times bringing eyewitness reports
of the Holocaust to the United States. The amendment’s initial and noble intention to accurately
defend Poland from responsibility for building death camps during WWII when it was occupied
by Nazi Germany was expanded in the last phase of drafting by PiS lawyers to exclude not only
the Polish State but also the Polish Nation (never defined) from any responsibility or coresponsibility for the Holocaust during WWII and after (Art. 55a). This extension of the law
replaced the original and well-defined term “Polish death camps” to the “Polish Nation” and
introduced penalties of up to three years in prison according to the Penalty Code for those who
will disagree with this provision.
Lawmakers from opposition parties, top Polish experts and members of the international
community, including the U.S. Department of State, have noted the serious limitations
presented by such a provision to the Constitutional right to freedom of speech. The provision
also represents PiS’ attempt to re-write element of the country’s unsavory history, which
includes the fact that a number of Poles did collaborate with the German administration during
the occupation and others “sold” hidden Jews to Nazis for some benefits. Despite this dark
history, it is also true that Poles risked their own and their family’s lives to help Jews hide
(occupied Poland was the only country where Germans imposed the death penalty for anyone
who helped the Jews). For example, in the Yad Vashem Holocaust Center in Jerusalem, Poles
comprise the largest number of documented heroic people who helped Jewish people to survive
during WWII (Righteous among the Nations). Ironically the current amendments to the IPN
Act initiated a worldwide wave of hate against Poles and the term “Polish death camps” was
mentioned not a few hundred times per year as in the past, but a million times per day during
the worst of the backlash. At the same time, the numbers of anti-Semitic and anti-Israel
comments are growing in Poland and abroad, undermining over three decades of hard work
building good relations (SC) between Israel and Poland and between Jews and Poles worldwide
– all of whom were victimized by German Nazis.
The IPN law also opened a new conflict between Poland and Ukraine by condemning Ukrainian
nationalism, particularly the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA), which is historically
responsible for massacres of Poles in Volhynia and Eastern Galicia. The Ukrainian Parliament
condemned the new IPN legislation for its “distorted notion” of Ukrainian nationalism by
grouping it with German Nazism and Soviet Stalinism. In fact, both nations – Poles and
Ukrainians– suffered tremendously from German and Soviet totalitarian regimes. Ukrainian
MPs were also concerned that the amended Act would strengthen anti-Ukrainian sentiments
among Poles, threatening the safety of approximately 1 million Ukrainians who currently work
in Poland. The irony is that Poland was the first country to recognize the independence of
Ukraine in 1991, and until this point Ukrainians have regarded Poles as strong allies (high SC).
Poland’s story illustrates the danger posed by populist-nationalist parties, particularly in the
rather young democracies of CEE, when they win elections and start implementing their
policies and changes in institutional structures. It worth mentioning that during the election
campaign (2015), PiS successfully used false slogans such as “a country in ruins” (despite the
fact that Poland was the most prosperous it had been in in its history) and “rising from its knees”
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(to protest against Germany, the European Commission in Brussels and multinational
corporations “commanding” the Polish economy and previous governments). These slogans
and other efforts served to “cure” the populist-nationalists’ inferiority complexes, but these
tactics could destroy or seriously damaged good relations with neighboring countries and other
friendly nations in a very short time. Poland is currently moving in isolation, destroying its
traditional alliances and increasing threats to its security.
During our research on designing institutions for sustainable development in CEE (1990–1994)
with Richard Bolan (University of MN, Humphrey School of Public Affairs) and our CEE
partners, we focused heavily on the critical role of institutions in the transformation process
from totalitarian system to democracy. We often cited German philosopher J. Habermas, who
indicated how totalitarian institutions could affect basic aspects of societal life, turning
socialization into alienation, turning culture into a strange party sub-culture and changing the
original meaning of words into their opposite. Having lived my first 40 years in Poland I
understood his message well, but I was sure that I would never experience it again.
Unfortunately, I was wrong. In the last two years, most of the implementation of the PiS
program called “Dobra zmiana” (good change) has proven to be bad, and even disastrous, for
the country’s sustainability. The country has quickly become a divided nation with many Poles
immigrating to the West or considering immigration if things go further in this direction. The
meaning of words are changing due to the recently changed institutions, e.g., the Ministry of
Justice has become the ministry of injustice, the Ministry of Environment – the ministry of
environmental destruction, the Ministry of Education – the ministry of deformation, etc. One
of the best examples of the meaning change was when PiS established the National Institute of
Freedom (
) in September 2017 to support NGOs friendly to PiS’
ideology and cut off funding to and destroyed independent NGOs. (My Russian and Hungarian
friends observed similar processes in their country several years ago.)
This case also shows the importance of high quality and stable institutions. Good institutions
are products of rich social capital (SC), the result of heavy investment in building relations,
participation from a significant portion of the population and consensus building among and
for the people. This is a time-consuming process, but significantly increases the value of SC
and produces high-quality institutions for the majority of the population. Institutional changes
introduced by PiS in Poland are characterized by fast preparation and implementation without
consideration or contributions from the opposition parties, consultation and dialogue with
prominent academic or professional experts or even consulting their own layers. The
institutional changes are designed and implemented simply to meet narrow party interests and
sustain its power. These changes and resulting institutional designs are remarkably similar to
the previous totalitarian system.
Poland’s government has been led by Prime Minister (PM) Mateusz Morawiecki since January
9, 2018. He removed some of the most controversial ministers, including the Ministers of
Environment, Defense and Foreign Affairs. He also introduced new ministers, mainly
technocrats from his own circle of trusted people. From the very beginning the PM and his
professional, well-dressed and educated ministers have lead with a “charm offensive” within
the international community, from Brussels to Davos, to change the bad image of the previous
government and repair some damage done by predecessors. Although they are more civilized
and knowledgeable than the previous government, it is unlikely they can make any significant
change to the institutional changes the PiS has already implemented. I wish they could, but it
is unlikely they will be able to bring about anything other than superficial cosmetic changes to
improve PR.
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Unfortunately, my rather pessimistic predictions about the new PM quickly came true. On
Sunday, February 18, 2018, his charm campaign dramatically ended at a security conference in
Munich, Germany. At the end of a panel discussion an American journalist with Jewish roots
asked PM Morawiecki whether he would be prosecuted according to the new Polish IPN law if
he were to write about his mother story of how she overheard that her Polish neighbors were
planning to give up her family’s hiding spot to the Nazis. The PM, without empathy or civilized
apology, speaking as the top representative of Poland, responded with “Of course it would not
be punishable or criminal if you say there were Polish perpetrators, just like there were Jewish
perpetrators, like there were Russian perpetrators, like there were Ukrainians, not just German
perpetrators.” This response outraged not only the international audience at the conference, but
the world community, particularly in Israel and the US.
Here in Poland we were terribly surprised and ashamed that the PM made a statement that
lacked any sensitivity to Holocaust victims. His response has initiated national soul searching
and academic discussions analyzing whether it was a personal mistake or a clear policy
statement to gain the support of the extreme nationalistic and anti-Semitic electorate within the
PiS, and to their right, for the coming election. Whichever the case, the IPN law confirms that
institutions introduced hastily and in a totalitarian fashion, as it was in this case (after midnight
and without any serious discussion and consultations) produce the opposite result of what was
intended – instead of defending the reputation of Poland, it has been terribly damaged
worldwide, instead of strengthening ties with our neighbors and friendly countries built over
decades of hard work, it has weakened them considerably, instead of promoting Poles as good
world citizens, it has isolated us from the global civilized community.
In conclusion, the institutional changes occurring in Poland indicate it is clear that we need to
include in our research and in the practice of policy design, implementation and evaluation a
fourth element in the criteria for sustainability – Sustainable Institutions –emphasizing the
importance of a quadruple-bottom-line (QBL) to protect our democracies and economies from
populism and nationalism. Otherwise, the world may witness many more examples where
countries move quickly from prosperity to crisis, from role-models to troublemakers.
This is an urgent challenge for all of us, and in particular for academia to identify reasons and
propose effective solutions. Collaborative academic research can help answer many questions
related to the current crisis, including the following: (1) How to identify emerging threats of
populism and nationalism and respond to them effectively? (2) How to educate current and
future generations – build HC – to make them immune to such disastrous ideologies? (3) How
to accelerate building social capital – the source of trust and the foundation for sustainable
institutions? (4) How to restore damaged SC within a nation and with other nations (e.g., Poles
and Jews, Poles and Ukrainians)? (5) How to redesign the political process of electing
representatives and keep them responsible for sustainable solutions?
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G. Gutenschwager
February 2018

The Scientific American published a brief article, “The Tribalism of Truth” by Mathew Fisher,
Joshua Knobe, Brent Strickland and Frank C. Keil (Feb. 2018, pp. 44-47), which posed the
issue of how people argue about controversial questions. That is, they either argue to win or
they argue to learn. Usually, if they argue to win, they believe that there is one and only one
correct answer to the question at hand, and that all others are simply wrong. If they argue to
learn, they usually believe that there may be several correct answers to a question and that
learning from others’ viewpoints should allow a compromise that is better informed. The former
is labeled ‘objectivists’ by the authors and the latter ‘relativists’.
It was this article that focused my thinking on this topic and suggested to me that most of the
major systems of thought that govern the western world today are diametrically opposed to the
idea of democracy. Strongly held opinions, based either in science, religion, ideology or even
Wikipedia, are likely to urge people to argue to win. The Indian parable, “The Blind Men and
the Elephant”, is not likely to be appreciated by such people. Indeed, they will interpret any
response that is not simply total agreement with their position as a challenge and an argument
that must be won over. The idea of relativity is quite unacceptable. This is not to say that
extreme relativism, such as that found in some versions of postmodernism is any more
acceptable. Indeed, Aristotle’s “Measure in All Things”, must still be the motto, whatever the
situation.
Democracy must be based on the idea that there may be several truths concerning a particular
social topic, social meant in the broad sense as to include all political, economic or broadly
cultural topics, as well. This is because human beings are conscious beings in communication
with each other and potentially able at any given moment to perceive the same things in very
different ways. Gestalt psychology has shown this quite graphically and Thomas Kuhn’s book,
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, is also illustrative of this idea. We also have more recent
discussions of this topic by Rupert Sheldrake on Morphic Resonance, carrying the discussion
further into the philosophy of science, itself. Democratic argumentation must be able to
accommodate these varied ‘truths’ in compromises that resolve conflict. The criteria for judging
these compromises philosophically must be both scientific and moral, remembering Plato’s
claim that any science without a sense of justice is not wisdom, but mere cunning.
I have argued in the past that this puts science in an heuristic rather than in a deterministic role
in resolving social conflict, something which can be quite threatening to those who require
certainty in their intellectual world. In phenomenological terms, it is the role of science to help
us understand objective reality, as it is the role of art to help us understand subjective reality.
Indeed, the artist has been given the right to point out contradictions between what we think
we are doing and what we are actually doing. It is the role of philosophy to combine these
understandings so as to help us learn what we should do. This means that science may be
extremely important in pointing out the many deterministic events in the natural world. It also
means that science can be extremely useful in pointing out the many unintended and/or
unanticipated consequences of human actions in the social world. But it does not mean that
there is one, and only one correct solution to a social problem, whether in mathematical terms
or not.
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The several schools of economic thought illustrate this problem very well. Economics contains
a series of ontological and epistemological assumptions. These assumptions, as the word
implies, are not examined empirically, but are assumed to be true. They are ideological in
nature, growing out of the experience with mercantilism and industrialization following the
renaissance, and first formalized by Adam Smith in the late 18th century. They have serious
moral implications as does any ideology, but these implications are ignored on the assumption
that economics is a science, searching for universal laws. According to this assumption human
behavior is a product of the deterministic and mechanistic nature of these laws: there is,
therefore, no possibility of free will or moral responsibility related to this behavior. What
meaning can individualism and the ‘free market’ have in such a context?
Economics would like to be seen as the physics of social science, even if it requires
“mathematizing” to establish this symbolic status in the social and academic world. It
essentially ignores human beings, presenting them as the caricature, “economic man”, while
assuming that his well-being depends only upon the accumulation of money. His happiness is
assumed to be equal to wealth, with little empirical research to establish the limitations of this
framework (Gender is intended, as economics is largely a male science; indeed, the very idea
of economics as somehow separate from the rest of society is to a large extent a product of the
compartmentalized male brain, as attested to by the research reported in Mark Gungor’s book
and in his YouTube presentations). This search for certainty and its ‘arguing to win’ severely
limit the democratic potential of economics as a social science. Indeed, we are currently
suffering from these limitations in our current pseudo-scientific, manmade economic crisis.
In short, determinism and its need for certainty are quite antithetical to democracy. Our
discussion on the future of democracy must at some point confront this dilemma.
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St Juien-en-Genevois
January 2018

Re:

5 December 2017 exchange between Clive, Janos & Michael
DP - Anybody Who Gives You a Belief System is Your Enemy

Michael wrote: Whether or not truth is discoverable is doubtless a matter of
debate. Moral truth, however, can only be co-created.
Clive wrote: One could ask the question, is morality anything to do with truth? Is
it an essential prerequisite for peaceful co-existence?
When the individual reaches a level of understanding within themselves, they are
at peace with themselves. Conflict or abuse of others destroys that peace. Does
morality have a part to play in peaceful co-existence if that condition prevails?
Janos wrote

Next door to morals is ethics.

__________________________________________________________________________
The quote from Diffen that Janos provides in support of his contention reads:
Ethics and morals relate to “right” and “wrong” conduct. While they are
sometimes used interchangeably, they are different: ethics refer to rules provided
by an external source, e.g., codes of conduct in workplaces or principles in
religions. Morals refer to an individual’s own principles regarding right and wrong.

Whatever meanings people commonly attach to the words “ethics” and “morals”, one thing
seems perfectly clear: meanings are the ideas that by convention we agree given words in given
contexts shall carry, the words functioning as labels for, or sign-posts to, those ideas or
meanings. Our agreement is in itself an act of what might termed “unconscious” democracy.
But like all unconscious verbal assumptions, its truly democratic nature becomes apparent only
when brought into consciousness and shared with others, which is why Socrates, who
understood this, spent his life encouraging people to define their terms. Constitutionalists
understand this. For, when they call for a Constitution, they insist that it be not only written
but also living. A constitution - a necessary, though by no means a sufficient condition for
democracy - by laying down the ground rules that make genuine democratic practice possible,
constitutes in itself the primal act of democratic co-creation. And that act of co-creation
becomes “ongoing” whenever the conventional and agreed terms of the Constitution are
challenged and redefinition is called for, or when as happens occasionally those terms need to
be adapted to changing circumstances.
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It is my contention that for some time now a similar situation has obtained in the field of moral
philosophy: circumstances have changed and a redefinition of terms is called for. Indeed, it is
my further contention that a paradigm shift towards more democracy-friendly moral thinking
is long overdue.
The distinction Diffen makes between ethics and morals is the conventional one: “ethics” are
external, objective and pertain to society, while “morals” are internal, subjective and pertain to
an individual’s sense of value, of right and wrong. In its Comparison Chart, Diffen further
suggests that “ethics” have to do with what external society deems it is right to do, while
“morals” depend on what we internally believe it is right to do.
Now a similar sort of distinction underlies the discourse of the French moral philosopher, André
Comte-Sponville. In a recent interview for Le Monde (April last year), he insisted that morals
must be disassociated from politics: “We need morals to govern ourselves”, he said, “and
politics to govern together the communities to which we belong”. “But”, asked his interviewer,
“do we not need, if not morals, at least a minimum ethic in politics?” “Yes”, replied the
philosopher, “of course we need morals! But we must remember that the moral question
remains: what should I do? not: what should so-an-so do? Morals only work in the first
person. For the others, the law and compassion must suffice.”
In what follows it shall be my purpose to show just how misconceived, muddled and
misleading this distinction or disconnect between “objective” ethics and “subjective” morals
continues to be. It has become a source of needless confusion and a barrier to any meaningful
understanding of the democratic functioning of human moral sense.
First, it blinds us to the fact that much, if not most, of what we as individuals believe it is right
to do is a function of acculturation, of what society (the other members of our communities)
suggests it is right to do. The fact that, until relatively recently, this process of acculturation
had been captured and controlled by an elite minority, abetted by the officers of organised
religion or its equivalents, should not hide from us the fact of acculturation as an abiding
and necessary moral force.
Second, the distinction fails to recognise another moral truth: were it not for “others” (and here
in our eco-centric times we must include all living creatures) with whom we share our existence
and common environment, what we did or did not do would be a matter of moral indifference.
It is, indeed, the very existence of “others” in combination with human agency that makes what
we do or fail to do “moral” in the first place. Imagine for a moment the situation of an individual
living alone in a world devoid of all other living creatures. Could we in that circumstance
meaningfully speak of our individual being morally accountable or responsible? Responsible?
Accountable? To whom exactly?
Another French moral philosopher, Emmanuel Levinas, puts it differently but voices the same
idea about the essential role of “others” in moral matters when he writes: There is no authentic
sociality apart from ethics, and there is no ethics apart from sociality (1). Levinas uses the
word “ethics” but he could equally well have used the word “morals” without altering his
proposition one iota.
No, the traditional distinction between “morals” and “ethics”, between the internally
“subjective” and the externally “objective” has limited use only in our current world of hopedfor adult, democratic and egalitarian deliberation.
That distinction may have borne analytical weight in an authoritarian age of imposed moral
order when we were being told what to do by “our betters and superiors”, when the consuming
fires of our immature consciences could be assuaged by the liberating absolutions of Father
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Confessors or the kindly words of Spiritual Advisors and empathetic friends, but it has little
relevance to our own age when moral values need to be co-created and moral calculus collective
rather than individual.
There is indeed a cruel and tragic irony to all of this. Precisely at the time of our venturing
across the threshold of the authoritarian home of our speciel childhood into the wider, freer
adult-world of moral relativism, precisely when it behoves us to begin thinking collectively for
ourselves rather than have an arbitrary “few” think for us, we find the communities, so
necessary to the democratic process of our thinking independently together, weakened as never
before, atomised by the rampant globalised consumerist individualism that has invaded with
meaningless noise and empty choices the moral-political space so recently released from the
control of organised religion.
The question then arises how is that moral-political space to be filled, and with what? At this
juncture, Constitutionalists with their Declaration of Purpose are primarily concerned with the
how rather than with the what.
First, they would agree with philosopher David Hume that an ought cannot be derived from an
is. They are concerned, that is, to make a clear distinction between how they observe the world
to be and how they believe the world ought to be, between statements of observable scientific
fact on the one hand and moral propositions on the other. I am reminded of this distinction
when I recall that as a young Anglo-Saxon learner of Spanish needing to master the distinction
between the use of the subjunctive and indicative forms of verbs, I was amazed and somewhat
humbled to hear a four year-old deploy the subjunctive mood to the manner born, which indeed
is what she was. She herself was no doubt unaware of the distinction she was making, but her
language was!
Statements of observable fact or truth about “how the world is” are, of course, to a very large
extent co-invented, but even so they are not “made-up” out of thin air. They start life in the
empirical observations of often independent thinkers and, through a frequently long and
tortuous process of what scientists call “peer review”, end up as settled and reliable consensual
statements about “how things are”. Such is the case, for example, with adaptive selection
through replication of Darwinian evolution theory, or with Nicolaus Copernicus’ earlier
empirical discovery of Heliocentrism. We can as a result safely assume that tomorrow the sun
will rise! If it doesn’t, then Copernicus’ theory is no less scientific, it is simply wrong. For as
Karl Popper rightly suggested, in order for an observation to be truly scientific, it must be
capable of falsification.
Now contrast this with moral propositions. To what extent are the latter capable of falsification,
to what extent can they be said to be true or false? I would suggest the question is meaningless.
If I say to you: “I think you ought to do so and so” and If you answer: “That’s not true”, I would
simply be left feeling that I had not been understood. Unlike scientific facts, moral propositions
are not things that we can verify, they are not susceptible to being found true or false, but they
can be said to be desirable to a greater or lesser extent and as such can be agreed to or disagreed
with.
Moral propositions are thus, more than anything else, matters of informed and shared
understanding. And it is this informed and shared understanding that lies at the heart of
democratic discourse, whose success or failure depends ultimately on our ability to
communicate with each other.
To what extent the current social media, in spite of their trumpeted connectivity, will provide a
stable locus for genuine democratic communication is very much an open question.
Undoubtedly in certain instances the social media already do. Undoubtedly also in many other
instances they appear to be eroding the collective exercise of moral imagination, by leading
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