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…We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 

are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator 

with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 

Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.--That to secure 

these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, 
deriving their just powers from the consent of the 

governed…



The core proposition: a system of  democracy rests on the principle of  political equality

Equality of  political rights for all individuals because individuals are of  equal moral worth

Radical idea!

Powerful implications:

No one individual should have more right to political voice than any other individual

No fairer principle for making decisions affecting all members of  society exists than majority rule

Inequality of  resources must not override equality of  political rights

Politics is not a raw struggle to annihilate one’s enemies—that would deprive them of  political equality

Many doctrines in history have opposed the principle of  political equality



“Bourgeois democracy, although a great historical advance in 

comparison with medievalism, always remains, and under 

capitalism is bound to remain, restricted, truncated, false and 

hypocritical, a paradise for the rich and a snare and deception 

for the exploited and the poor” (V. I. Lenin, The State and 

Revolution)

…the bourgeoisie has at last, since the establishment of  

Modern Industry and of  the world market, conquered 

for itself, in the modern representative State, exclusive 

political sway. The executive of the modern state is but a 

committee for managing the common affairs of  the 

whole bourgeoisie.

--Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto

For example, the communists

Communism—despises “bourgeois 
democracy”



Mao Zedong:

“Every Communist must grasp the truth:
Political power grows out of  the barrel of  a gun.”

( “Problems of War and Strategy,” November 6, 1938.)

“It can therefore be said that politics is war without 
bloodshed while war is politics with bloodshed.”

(“On Protracted War,” May 1938.)



Naziism and Fascism

Hitler despised the democratic values of  the Weimar Republic, which he associated 

with the humiliating terms of  the Versailles Treaty, and with internationalism, 

Bolshevism, and Jews. 

He hated the premise of the equal worth of  all individuals--directly antithetical to his 

belief  in the superiority of  the Aryan race.    

From Mein Kampf:

   “Every manifestation of  human culture, every product of  art, science and 

technical skill, which we see before our eyes today, is almost exclusively the product 

of  the Aryan creative power. This very fact fully justifies the conclusion that it was 

the Aryan alone who founded a superior type of  humanity; therefore he represents 

the archetype of  what we understand by the term: MAN. He is the Prometheus of  

mankind, from whose shining brow the divine spark of  genius has at all times 

flashed forth, always kindling anew that fire which, in the form of  knowledge, 

illuminated the dark night by drawing aside the veil of  mystery and thus showing 

man how to rise and become master over all the other beings on the earth. Should 

he be forced to disappear, a profound darkness will descend on the earth; within a 

few thousand years human culture will vanish and the world will become a desert…”



“The specific political distinction to which political actions and motives can 

be reduced is that between friend and enemy.”

-- Carl Schmitt, The Concept of  the Political

We’re not a democracy.  The word ‘democracy’ appears 

nowhere in the Constitution, perhaps because our form 

of  government is not a democracy.  It’s a constitutional 

republic.  To me it matters.  It should matter to anyone 

who worries about the excessive accumulation of  power 

in the hands of  the few…. Democracy isn’t the objective; 

liberty, peace, and prospefity [sic] are. We want the human 

condition to flourish. Rank democracy can thwart 

that….Government is the official use of  coercive force—

nothing more and nothing less.  The Constitution protects 

us by limiting the use of  government force.

 --Senator Mike Lee (R-Utah), Series of  tweets 

during the vice-presidential debate, October 2020 

Genuine politics, he maintained, was not a matter of  negotiating among 

different interests and compromising accordingly. Politics was about 

distinguishing between friend and enemy. Every group wants power, but only 

the delusional liberal places faith in the possibility of  a harmonious modus 

vivendi. Much better — and more realistic — to think in terms of  “enmity”: 

“The friend, enemy and combat concepts receive their real meaning precisely 

because they refer to the real possibility of  physical killing.”

(Jennifer Szalai, “The Nazi Jurist Who Haunts Our Broken Politics,” New 

York Times, July 13, 2024)

Schmitt is much in the news these days. In a recent interview, J. D. Vance 

stated: “The thing that I kept thinking about liberalism in 2019 and 2020 is 

that these guys have all read Carl Schmitt — there’s no law, there’s just power. 

And the goal here is to get back in power.” 

Schmitt was a German legal scholar who despised the weak liberal democracy 

of  the Weimar Republic.  After the appointment of  Hitler as chancellor in 

1933, Schmitt joined the Nazi Party. He was an active jurist in the Nazi 

regime, a member of  the Prussian State Council, and a professor in Berlin.  

He provided a theoretical justification for Naziism.  In a 1936 speech he 

quoted Hitler: “by warding off  the Jews, I struggle for the work of  the Lord.”

Or: it’s all about power…



What does political equality mean?

Implications of  political equality:

1. Equal right of  all individuals, as individuals, to the right to participate in political life—equal voice (elections are not 

auctions)—because individuals as individuals are of  equal moral worth

2. Hence individuals have equal rights to choose among alternatives among candidates, parties, policies, beliefs, values

3. Holds competing candidates, parties, policies accountable to citizens as voters 

4. Rights of  individuals supersede claims of  groups to represent individuals (tough question, eg re religious groups)

5. Based on inherited assumptions from Enlightenment:

a. All people have capacity for reasoning, including moral reasoning

b. Reasoning rests on factual evidence, logical thinking, openness to new information

c. Moral judgement rests on conceptions of  fairness in treatment of others 

d. Justice as fairness (cf  Adam Smith: “Justice… is the main pillar that upholds the whole edifice. If  it is removed, the great, the 

immense fabric of  human society… must in a moment crumble into atoms.”) 

e. Values can differ across individuals; implies rejection of  dogmatism and respect for freedom of  conscience



Does democracy imply social justice?

1. Liberal democracy regards social justice as a goal and desirable outcome, but not part of  the definition

2. Famous proposition of  John Rawls, A Theory of  Justice:

Rawls originated the concept of  the “original position" as the basis for choosing principles of  justice.

What principle of  justice would we choose if  we were sitting behind a “veil of  ignorance” about the position we 

would be born into and therefore how we would fare under that principle?

Rawls argued that humans would choose a principle of  equality of  rights to political freedom so long as others' 

liberty not restricted.

Moreover: social and economic inequalities would be "(a) reasonably expected to be to everyone's advantage, and (b) 

attached to positions and offices open to all.”

3. From that it follows, according to Rawls, that political and civil equality takes precedence over economic and social 

equality; economic advantages cannot compensate for equality of  political rights.  But the demands of  the better-

situated would only be just if  they worked in such a way as to improve the expectations of  the worst-situated.



Does democracy imply majority rule?

Many have rejected the premise of  majority rule:  

Carl Schmitt: “The emptiness of  mere majority calculus deprives legality of  all persuasive power.”

― Carl Schmitt, Legality and Legitimacy

Populist concepts:  “the people” form one united collective will.  “Direct democracy” or “plebiscitarian democracy”

Eg Rousseau’s theory of  the Social Contract:

“There is but one law which, from its nature, needs unanimous consent.  This is the social contract…Apart from this primitive 

contract, the vote of  the majority always binds all the rest…This presupposes, indeed, that all the qualities of the general will still 

reside in the majority; when they cease to do so, whatever side a man may take, liberty is no longer possible.”

Rousseau’s ideas found expression in the Declaration of  the Rights of  Man and the Citizen in the French Revolution:

“The law is the expression of  the general will. All citizens have the right to contribute personally, or through their 

representatives, to its formation. It must be the same for all, whether it protects or punishes. All citizens, being equal in its eyes, 

are equally admissible to all public dignities, positions, and employments, according to their capacities, and without any other 

distinction than that of  their virtues and their talents.”

--Is belief  in the “general will” compatible with political equality?



Divides nation into friends and enemies (independent media, 

immigrants are enemies)

Calls liberal democracy obsolete—gives everyone an equal say in 

government, including women, minorities, LGBTQ+ people

Society must be based on Christian nationalism; laws must 

reestablish patriarchy 

Europe must  not be allowed to be a “mixed-race society”

Hungary is resisting “globalism.”  “The globalists can all go to hell.”

Has suppressed judicial independence and press freedom.  Working 

to extend political control over the Academy of  Sciences.  

Regularly attacks George Soros.

High social spending, but passed “slave labor” law allowing overtime 

work with deferred pay; rules through network of  oligarchic cronies 

who receive government contracts in return for political support.

Good example of  the marriage of  autocracy and oligarchy.

Populist ideas remain current today.

Case in point: Viktor Orbán:  Champion of  “illiberal 

democracy” and defender of  “Christian civilization”

Highly popular among American conservatives and 

MAGA movement.



On the right, many fear democracy because they believe it will 

threaten liberty by attacking private property.  For example:

The “1996 Report” written by President Trump’s advisory commission 

on US history in 2020 avoided the word “democracy” entirely.

Instead, they wrote: 

“The principles of  the American founding can be learned

by studying the abundant documents contained in the

record. Read fully and carefully, they show how the

American people have ever pursued freedom and

justice, which are the political conditions for living

well. To learn this history is to become a better person,

a better citizen, and a better partner in the American

experiment of  self-government.”

Like many on the political right, the commission treated liberty as 

contradictory to political equality.

The day after the November 5 election, the Financial Times quoted a 

successful American businessman as saying that this election could be 

framed as a choice between prioritizing “capitalism” or “democracy.” 

That is a false dichotomy!



Here’s Milton Friedman, addressing the University of Cape Town, South Africa, on March 22, 1976, well before apartheid fell:

“What we call a political system is really a market system, except matters are determined by voting instead of  by buying and selling. The 

politicians secure their positions by selling programmes and buying votes in what is essentially a market arrangement. In considering the 

difference between the political market and the economic market, and considering why it is that the economic market provides a 

greater degree of  freedom than the political market, please put to one side, right away, a distinction that is often made but that is 

utterly false. In discussing an economic market we are inclined to say that people pursue their own interests, the essence of  an 

economic market being self-interest. When we talk of  a political market, we talk of  public servants and this suggests that they are 

serving the public. That is an utterly false distinction. We are human beings and we all pursue our own interests. A government civil 

servant is pursuing his own interest no less than an employee in a private enterprise. The distinction between the political market and 

the economic market is not that in one case you have people pursuing their self-interest and in the other case you have people pursuing 

the public interest. The difference lies in what different individuals perceive their self  interest to be. Another myth about the political 

market, a myth of  which you people in South Africa are particularly aware, concerns the belief  that somehow it provides one person 

with one vote. We have a democracy in the United States in that every person gets a vote but that does not mean that every person has 

an equal power to effect the outcome. Although the form may be one person, one vote, the fact is that it is a system of  highly weighted 

voting. The United States is a country run by the majority, that is true, and yet people are always complaining about all the special 

interest legislation which we have. We have legislation which benefits the ship building industries which receive subsidies, and special 

legislation for the aircraft industry. We have special legislation to provide loopholes in the tax system, and so on.”

Ie. although democracy can be corrupted by special interests, the marketplace cannot.  

He is contrasting the reality of  democracy with an idealized theory of  market capitalism.

Friedman’s doctrines were highly influential in the Reagan Administration and remain popular in conservative thought today.



Americans have become pessimistic 

about the state of  democracy in 

America.





Open questions:

1. How to reconcile market economy 

and private property rights 

(capitalism) with democracy

2. How to reconcile individual and 

group rights

3. How to forge democratic 

consensus when faith in democracy 

has eroded so severely?

Survey of  citizens in 24 countries in 

2023 by Pew Research Center:  support 

for democracy still widespread but 

support for alternatives strong



How can we restore faith in 
democratic values?

1. Efficacy—my voice counts

2. Pride—I am respected

3. Community—I am part of  an 

inclusive political community

4. Security—the system works for me

Contrasting cases:

Alienated, disaffected “left-behind” places 

in America—loss of  sense of  efficacy; loss 

of  status and security; rejection of  widened 

political community; resentment at blocked 

opportunity.

vs. rebuilt German political culture after 

World War II—democracy “worked”



Loss of efficacy, pride, security and belonging leaves many 

ready for populist authoritarian movements centered on 

Whiteness, manliness, and “Christian nationalism.”

In other times and places, populist authoritarian political 

movements identified themselves as left-wing, focused on 

class revolution against capitalism and imperialism.

Both end in totalitarianism.





How did Wall Street vote in the 2024 presidential election?  The FTSE 100?  DAX?



Did big business welcome Hitler?

Big business was cautious.

But ultimately it worked successfully with Hitler.

Some firms did extremely well, benefiting from 

“Aryanization,” slave labor, and war production.

But Hitler’s coming to power did not spark a 

boom in the stock market—it was already rising.

But prices continued to rise thereafter. 
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