Free elections come first

By Robert Kagan

October 28, 2007
During the slavery controversy of the 1850s, Northerners who opposed confronting the South argued for letting nature take its course. Slavery was doomed, they argued, because it could not spread where the climate was inhospitable to cotton and because the atavistic slave system would inevitably be overtaken by industrialization.

Abraham Lincoln called these "lullaby" arguments. He agreed that slavery could not compete in the long run, but he feared slaveholders could adapt for a time and even thrive. Slavery had seemed doomed in the 1790s, too, until Eli Whitney invented the cotton gin, and then it had boomed. The Industrial Revolution could produce new ways to make slavery profitable. It would take the will of men, not nature, to bring down this horrific human invention.

This old debate ought to sound familiar, for we have been having it again over the surprising resilience of autocracy in China, Russia,Venezuela and elsewhere. It wasn't supposed to be this resilient. After the Cold War, many insisted that in a globalized economy, nations had to liberalize to compete and that economic liberalization would produce political liberalization. As national economies approached a certain level of per capita income, growing middle classes would demand legal and political power, which in turn would provide the basis for democracy. Some pundits pointed to the desirability of "liberal autocracy" -- the dictator who could steer his nation through the necessary stages of development until stable democracy could take hold.

The economic determinists shared two common traits. One was an abiding belief in the inevitability of human progress, the belief that history moves in only one direction -- a faith born in the Enlightenment but given new life by the fall of communism. The other was a prescription for patience and restraint. Rather than confront autocracies and demand that they hold free and fair elections, it was better to enmesh them in the global economy, support the rule of law and the creation of stronger state institutions, and let the processes of development do their work. In the long dialectical struggle of human history between liberalism and various forms of autocracy, a struggle driven by the innate human desire for "recognition," liberal democracy was simply destined to win.

Maybe that is true in the long run. But for now, it hasn't worked out as predicted. Rather than reforming themselves or withering in the globalized world, autocracies have been adapting. In Russia and China, booming economies based on expanding international commerce have not undermined but strengthened autocrats. Richer authoritarian governments monopolize television and radio stations and keep a grip on Internet traffic, with eager help from foreign corporations. The growing Russian and Chinese middle classes appear willing to keep their noses out of politics so long as the money keeps rolling in and the penalty for political activity remains imprisonment or death. As the scholars Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and George W. Downs have observed, it is "an ominous and poorly appreciated fact" that "economic growth, rather than being a force for democratic change in tyrannical states, can sometimes be used to strengthen oppressive regimes."

Democracy experts have recently exposed other popular myths, including the widespread conviction that it is a mistake to push for elections in nations that have not first developed the rule of law or strong state institutions. In an important recent essay in the Journal of Democracy, the Carnegie Endowment's Thomas Carothers concludes that, on the evidence of the past two decades, it has proved almost impossible to establish the rule of law and strong state institutions in non-democratic countries.

Autocrats create state power over which they can exercise a monopoly, like the security forces. But they are the enemy of impartial administrative institutions that a developing society needs and that are essential for liberalism. Rather than strengthen the state, "autocrats habitually misuse the state." They keep institutions weak, unthreatening and under their control. 
The same is true of the rule of law. Minxin Pei, another Carnegie scholar, once had high hopes for the rule of law in China. Today he sees a "predatory" ruling oligarchy more interested in holding power and enriching itself than in building an impartial legal system. And it's not just China. As Carothers concludes, "The idea that rule-of-law development under autocracy is a natural precursor to democracy gets the story backwards." It is "the lack of democracy" in many countries that prevents the rule of law from taking root. "Liberal autocracy" is mostly a myth. "For every Lee Kwan Yew" of Singapore, there are "dozens or even hundreds of rapacious, repressive autocrats . . . for whom the rule of law represents a straitjacket to be avoided at all costs." 
The fact is, elections do matter. As Marc F. Plattner argues in a new book, "Democracy Without Borders?" free elections may not guarantee liberalism, but liberalism cannot exist without free elections. This will not be welcome news for those who'd rather believe that autocracy would simply vanish without any great effort on the part of the democracies. But both the experts and the evidence before our eyes have pulled away the props from this lullaby argument. Passivity in the face of tyranny will not suffice.
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