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Abstract

In the long course of human evolution and politiegperimentation, liberal democracy, especiallyeathe
events of 1989, has come to be seen as the bésatgbalystem. In fact, we seemed to have reachednly
system compatible with liberty, after the dreadfaberiences of Communist and Nazi totalitarianiang its
twin in the economic realm - capitalism. But islillism really conducive to freedom? | argue that e or
totalitarianism — arises from the combination oftbthe Platonic and Augustinian views: ignoranceaifies
and the pursuit of one’s egotistic desires. Evi laa essentially private nature. In this sensealitarianism
may arise from a utilitarian culture that sees pleop or some forms of knowledge — as worthless and
disposable objects.
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INTRODUCTION: THE THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS OF
LIBERAL DEMOCRACY

In the long course of human evolution and political experimentation, llibera
democracy, especially after the events of 1989, has come to basséam best political
system, or, at least, as Winston Churchill put it, “the worst fofigovernment, except for
all those other forms that have been tried from time to fima"fact, we seem to have
reached the so-callezhd of historyand of all ideologies. By portraying itself as the only
valid way of thinking, what this language entails is, in faog, dbliteration of alternative
modes of thinking, and thus the effective dominance of this particulalogle The effect
of this mechanics is self-evident: the persistence of oneylart form of thinking self-
reproduces and, through repetition, generates its own legitimacy. éwlbg(2006) has
brilliantly described its essence: in a democratic socielygravthe passion for equality is
the prevalent and irresistible dogma, all people have to work, wimgemns that all live in a
state of perpetual agitation. This state of affairs is sirm@ompatible with contemplation
and its ultimate end — the search for truth — if by no otheonelsin that thinking requires
time, something which is lacking in such societies. In other walglsocracies have no
leisure class, precisely that which has traditionally dedic#telf to these matters. In the
absence of theoretical concerns, people turn to their materibbewey and live for the

1 From a House of Commons speech on November 17, 194



present, a context in which science comes to exigberose but only possesses a utilitarian
rationale that merely conceives of its immediate and practical ajptica

This prevalence of the economy, of the technical sphere, and that auva
government of thinggnstead of agovernment of merseems to be intimately connected
with a qualitative change which took place in th& téntury, namely, the Reformation.
The most important break in Western unity was especially espougetheb most
economically developed areas, by those most favoured by natuvakaes and by the
wealthiest towns of the Holy Roman Empire; in one word, by the boisrgeay of life.
The emphasis on earthly salvation through work es@homic rationalismmas Max Weber
(2001) put it, instead of after-life salvation, and the rejectioraottendentalism, seems to
compose a materialistic picture duly incompatible with thetspiriand ascetic essence of
Christianity. Once implemented, this system tends to develggtaracy that increases in
proportion to its stability.

These “ethical maxims”, having penetrated the cultural realme gse to an
ideological foundation — liberalism —, traceable to the writingsobihJLocke, and later
continued by Adam Smith, Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill, Imnhdtar¢ and David
Hume. John Locke’§wo Treatises of Governmewere as much a reaction against Sir
Robert Filmer'sPatriarch and Stuart absolutism as they were a eulogy of Whig interests,
associated with emergent industrial lobbies and wealthy merchidetsce his fierce
defence of the doctrine of unalienable natural rights - individbeitl, life, property - that
constituted the inviolable private sphere of a civil society, cordeas a domain in which
there could be no state interference. The cornerstone of his thaloeehitce lay in the
social compact, based on consent and choice, as the means to traedyepalitic. InAn
Essay Concerning Human Understandimg@ proposed the famotabula rasadoctrine,
arguing that there are no innate universal moral notions — speculattvepractical
principles — in the human mind. Rather, moral principles, along faith and revelation,
require reasoning and discourse, in order that their truth is disdoverefact, all
knowledge begins with experience, through the senses, and must be made depetident
end one wants to achieve. Among the ideas which are receivedskosation and
reflection are pain and pleasure, in reference to which good andasvibe measured.
Hence, that which is called good is that which is apt to causecogase pleasure, or
diminish pain. Evil, on the contrary, is that which is apt to producecoease any pain, or
diminish any pleasure in us. Happiness consists in the maximasuptewe are capable
of, and misery the maximum painHence, principles such as virtue are generally
approved, not because they are innate, but because they are profitable to each individual

It was with Adam Smith’S’he Wealth of Nationthat freedom decisively acquired
its markedly economic tone. For him, people’s actions are guided bytiltarian
consideration of self-interest, in a supposedly well ordered competiyistem, guided by
an invisible hand Jeremy Bentham was responsible for the doctrine of utiliiana as
such. As for Locke, for Bentham pain and pleasure are the spvenasters which decide
what we ought to do and determine right and wrong. Based on tbesdafions, the
principle of utility “approves or disapproves of every action whatsoaamording to the
tendency which it appears to have to augment or diminish the happind® party whose
interest is in question.” (Bentham 1823, Chapter 1). The final goaheokystem thus
created is felicity, by the hands of reason and law. In faetprinciple of utility, as the

2 Utilitarianism then has its true foundations incke.
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true source of morality, is aimed not only at individual action, lad at government
action. The individual is the best judge of his own utility, due to ma@sonable nature.
In this sense, the art of directing a man’s own actions is chgmeate ethics, or art of self-
government and the sum of the interests of the several members onippse the

community forms the interest of that community. The art of dirggeople’s actions to
happiness and augmenting it through the law is called the agbwvdrnment. In this
context, punishment, which is an evil in itself, should only be admittécdcan exclude

some greater evil.

John Stuart Mill elaborated on the concept of utilitarianism, consglieeneral
happiness as a moral standard and the ultimate appeal on all efhésdlons. It is
anchored on the natural social feelings of mankind, and is, forréason, the most
important and desirable end. Money, fame and power are components oielsappience,
the best government is that which is most conducive to progresk.mifiates this
understanding of utilitarianism, by advocating the superiority ofllétteial and moral
pleasures, with a view to a “higher mode of existence,” rafigdhe distinctive human
faculty of reason (Mill 2004, Chapter Il). Here resides the joatibn for the absolute
sphere of human sovereignty in matters of lifestyle, inner comsieess, personal conduct
and opinion - and hence unhindered individuafismin which the state has no power to
intervene, even with an ethical purpose, to restore moral standales “despotism of
custom” —, save in those cases where the aim is to preventbaeo others. In his view,
liberty is the only trustworthy source of improvement. Thus, eachkichdil, bringing with
him an endless diversity of experiences, is a possible independent centre of ingmtovem

The role of the state, in this context, should be that of a central depository toircula
and diffuser of these experiments. Immanuel Kant's philosophy oesan optimistic view
of the human condition, based on the assumption that men are originaligppsed to
good and able to perfect themselves. Hence, morality can beobuitte postulation that
man is a free agent who can bind himself through reason alonevso tlzerefore not
needing either religion or any other incentive than the laapfmrehend and do his duty.
Right and wrong are determined solely by reason. In this context, the czabgoperative
is that which represents an action as necessary in andlpftieseg able to ignore all ends.
There is only one categorical imperative: “Act so that tlaim of thy will can always at
the same time hold good as a principle of universal legislatioaiit(R004, book I, chapter
[, VII). Thus, what each of us calls good must be desired bytalhed men, which means
that a universal kingdom of ends can be conceived, binding all rationakb®irgpmmon
laws. The final outcome will be that each one of us will teghers, in every case, as an
end, and never as a means.

For David Hume, knowledge comes from experience, through the senses. thikis
case of morality, which depends on subjective perceptions and appEtitss.good and
evil can be distinguished according to the impressions they produtes ifnpression is
agreeable, then something is good; if, on the contrary, the impressioieasy, we are in
the presence of evil. There are, therefore, no objective maradlaads. Similarly, justice
does not exist per se, but rather arises artificially from adut and human convention to
remedy some inconveniences such as selfishness and lack adsiggn&rom then on, the

3 In On Liberty Mill argues that liberty consists in doing whateodesires and that the individual is unaccounttble
society for his actions.



pursuit of happiness - traceable to Aristotldisomachean Ethicsfor the greater number

and avoidance of pain as the only ends of human action were to be pethsagdethe
guidelines for all moral considerations, capable of defining good aitdimstead of
considering an action good in and of itself. This view, which can bedessribed as a
revival of sophism, has come to dominate the political and philosophicatedand was
translated into neoliberalism, drawing mainly from the works a&dfich von Hayek and

Milton Friedman. The view also gave birth to the doctrine of statdrality that emerged

in the 1970’s, which regards the liberal state as one that does not impose upon its citizens or
favour any definition of the good, leaving people free to pursue theirgivate moral
conceptions.

This regression from the public sphere - the sphere of fre@doraxcellence to
the despotism of the household can only be looked at with great contdact,l when
private interests take over public life and governments stdimga@as companies -
privatizing public utilities and welfare, marketizing health s&8j social insurance and
pensions, promoting competition between universities, introducing private seens of
management into public service, treating citizens as cliethigt4is, as mere providers of
goods and services, politics will be built “on the basis of privaté (&chmitt 1988, 31)
and the common good becomes a sum of private interests. In the impgssibiinking
the individuals’ responsibilities and obligations to a well defined ipaliorder (...), the
very possibility of politics is put into question’ (Wagner 1995, 261 quotedaibeHnas
2000, 88). For economy, as Hannah Arendt (1990, 215) mentions, can never dbaitie
form of government is better; tyranny or a free republic.” Bezdhs two spheres, the
economic and the political one, have divergent goals, and once pidigescted by the
market, democratic decisions lose credibility, given that money can bema#mocratised
nor held accountable (Habermas 2000, 74), and citizenship is converted imto plai
“ratification of decisions or consumption of services,” (Hawkings 192), 8t the same
time, representation fails and elections turn into a simple appaihtofeagents and
delegates of interest groups. The reduction of freedom to sudmmaished normative
(Habermas 2000, 97) conception - the economic rationality of the conswinerhas
replaced the citizen - puts aside the moral component that is sdpposaderlie public
space, built on the idea of reciprocity associated withcéttegorical imperative or with
the general will 5 in which the citizen comes to participate on an equal bad potis, a
possibility immediately denied by the market, which merelproduces - and augments -
the comparative advantaggseviously establishedf enterprises, of the domestic and of
people” (Habermas 2000, 98). The people, by definition a public law conltiepes into a
shapeless mass of isolated individuals incapable of being held adieufRiar liberalism,
by reducing the role of the state and by making the private sgiree@ly domain where
freedom could be maintained, has shielded the citizens from the peahlio.rLiberal
morality is reduced solely to the endeavour of preserving oneslé disst and only basis
of virtue. However, as Hannah Arendt (1968, 36) noted, “nothing proved easiesttoy
than the privacy and private morality of people who thought of nothingabedjsarding
their private lives.”
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BEYOND GOOD AND EVIL

The relativism that ultimately springs from egalitarianismthat all opinions are
alike in dignity, even wrong ones, as Mill argued, can be best susatian Rousseau’s
volonté de tousa sum of individual private and egoistic wills from which no genill
can ever emerge. St. Augustine (2005, Book XII, Chapter 7) reinforcesithe nature of
evil, which arises when man starts focusing on the lower goodstisfy dais egotistic
interests. Reason cannot be the measure of morality, as Kandwfmieas Horkheimer
and Adorno (2002, 69) claim, “Reason is the organ of calculation, of plannisgieutral
with regard to endsits element is coordination”. Nietzsche’s superman, someonéleapa
of creating values ex-nihilo, tries to replicate Kant's gatieal imperativé This is the
problem with liberals: trying to create values ex-nihilo.

The full implications of these doctrines are not, as a mattictf liberation from
state tyranny, but rather from traditionally accepted and éstabl known values, as
Socrates inaugurated them - it is better to suffer wrong thato wrong -, then their
subversion and, finally, their destruction. Values thus became “samiamodities that
have no significance of their own but, like other commodities,t eayy in the ever-
changing relativity of social linkages and commerce” (Arendt 2006a, 32).

Ultimately, this extreme mutability seems to be intimat&lonnected with
utilitarianism, a process in a strict dialectical relatiohwscientism, the new religion
associated with economic progress, by which humanity has redohexhd point of the
eschatological interpretation of history of which Auguste Comtke - the scientific or
positive stage -, having successfully abandoned the theological and the metdsityges.

Here lies precisely the explanation for the replacement ofGute by another. In
fact, faith in progress rests on the fact that it is moaglihg accessible to all, saints and
sinners, and hence more egalitarian and consistent with the splginafcratic morality. In
addition, it reflects the abandonment of the uncertainty of faith ereafter, which may
not exist, to embrace a more certain man-made world. The killing of God, the anéhtiin
ultimately ensures the stability and immutability of all tledgiman, comes, in this respect,
as the necessary prerequisite for the inversion of known values ardiveet of ever-
changeable sets of new ones. In fact, once God is killed, in a first stage vidlagsstbut
not their ultimate source — call it God or natural law — and, ondegharantor is not there
any longer, those values completely disappear.

In effect, what this continuous change means is that “the senahibh we take
our bearings in the real world — and the category of truth vshtadskeis among the mental
means to this end — is being destroyed” (Arendt 2006a, 252-254).tiAdt&illing of God,
as Montesquieu (1914, book XIX, chapter 16) had noticed; only custdessmoeursthe
morality of every civilization — could prevent the moral and spiritual breakdown sféive
culture. But, contrary to what he noticed — that the decline begthsuwiawfulness, either
when the laws are abused by the government or when the authoritg Gfw's source
becomes doubtful and questionable (Ibid, book VIII, chapter 8) —, it is nobthgption of
the laws that leads to decay but rather, as Plato noted, thaptomores encroach upon the
laws and transform them. In a context in which freedom becomesasmand not an end,
and is replaced by free will, the arbitrariness of isolated individuals reigmeme.

41 am indebted to Horkheimer and Adorno (2002, ®@Yhis equation.



Since the absolute barrier that once separated good from ewvilbluared by
relativism, indifference becomes the prevalent feature of detocsocieties. From
indifference, the leap to scepticism is only a very short oneaaneven shorter one to
nihilism.

The attempt at a new beginning by man alone, through sectitarjsahich has
been the driving force behind all modern revolutions - all openly atheisuld only have
one outcome: tyranny. The full implications of such a conception showed to what b&tent t
demiurge - the superman of which Nietzsche spoke, in an attemputattng divine art, an
apocryphal manifestation of God - hadn't liberated himself froengtolitical order which
he ruled, but, as Locke (1764) had anticipated, from natural, and hence, ldwint®
which he had been subjected prior to the Modern Age, having trieceabeca secular
religion and thus tried to find “within the political realm itselfudly satisfactory substitute
for the lost religious sanction of secular authority.” (Arendt 1990, V&8)jern times have
indeed become a witness to the most unacceptable crossingaoad éthindaries, having
reached its height in the open criminality of totalitarianmeg - it is well known that the
elite formations of the Nazi party were organized after the maideriminal gangs and
trained to commit mass murder, while criminals received dyféietter treatment in
concentration camps than totally innocent people -, but not solely conérthérh. The
events in former Yugoslavia or Rwanda fully demonstrate thatitesian solutions are
here to stay and can indeed be extraordinarily popular.

THE SHAPE OF THINGSTO COME

And if moral virtues remain in us through education and habit, as Aeistot
(Nichomachean Ethics, book II, chapter 1) noted, the greatest deawer that ‘no one
who spent his life among rascals without knowing anybody else cawiel & concept of
virtue’ (Kant quoted in Arendt 2003, 61) - when all references hase éiminated. In the
end, the last resort will be human nature.

From lack of moral standards, emerges a particular typetinénship: apathetic,
passive and unenlighterfednd thus incapable of adequately choosing its representatives.
This fact is particularly disturbing in a system which wasant to rely on a high degree of
discernment on the part of its people. In a context in which indi\adaeak time and thus
proper knowledge to effectively participate in tlee publica state power is bound to grow.
More so when people are willing to lose their freedom, in the narsafety, as the current
crisis has proved, with the rise of the far right all over Eerdphis thought is particularly
troubling and aggravated in our time, marked by the “ethos” of th&emnand by the
“transformation of the world into industry” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, 29):

The danger of the corpse factories and holes of oblivion is thay, tadéh

populations and homelessness everywhere on the increase, massepl®fape

continuously rendered superfluous if we continue to think of our world itau@n
terms. Political, social and economic events everywhere aresilerd conspiracy
with totalitarian instruments devised for making men superfluou3.Totalitarian
solutions may well survive the fall of totalitarian regimesthe form of strong

® The relationship between morality and the improeetrof citizenship was clearly perceived by thesSieal world,
from Socrates to Cicero.
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temptations which will come up whenever it seems impossibldaaate political,
social, or economic misery in a manner worthy of man. (Arendt 1968, 157)

Mass murder in the political sphere merely emulates mass pimtua the
economic realm. People are judged by their market value.eRgifieople become
eventually obsolete and thus disposable. As things, human beings carecdeansbs
manipulated. In this utilitarian world, ideas, religions, ideologies @ interest “only
insofar as they increase or decrease the survival prospectshoiniag species on the earth
or within the universe” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, 185). In the end, the®ogsuch
concepts must reside in the utilitarian formula that obliterateaning and purpose and
blurs the difference between means and ends.

If “all of European history through many centuries had taugbpleeto judge each
political action by itscui bono and all political events by their particular underlying
interests,” (Arendt 1968, 46) in the absence of values, what canebkotindaries to
political violence? A nihilist society, however committed toesce, can only have
totalitarianism as its final destination. Totalitarianism, thdoes not proceed from
ignorance. And from this cycle there seems to be no escapatéver the punishment,
once a specific crime has appeared for the first timegdigpearance is more likely than its
initial emergence could ever have been.” (Arendt 2006b, 273) Tharddsd a strikingly
frightening similarity between democracy and totalitarianignthat the former paves the
way for the lattef. One needs only to compare the brilliant studies conducted by
Tocqueville and Hannah Arendt Bemocracy in Americaand Totalitarianism - to
understand the meaning of such an affirmation. Once the differencedpetight and
wrong is no more— and then we will have attained what Plato saw as the cauesél:of
ignorance —, men relapse into a Hobbesian state of nature thi@cmstinct of self-
preservation prevails when each one of us does what he®wpating the way for the
utmost perversity and fully demonstrating its consequences once rsaoh reach
government, as Plato (Book VIII) noticed. The ultimate perversitdmeisrivialisation of all
feelings which ennoble and elevate the human condition - love, friendship, loyalty. And this
development proves how easily modernity has destroyed both maiity @bthink - and
especially to reflect on himself - and his practical redsbe, one faculty on which Liberal
philosophy rests, by trusting human nature. Hitler's electiotinasliving proof. Action
alone determines the nature of the moral person and not intention, istetlér
(Nichomachean Ethics, Book lll, chapter IV) noted.

® Twenty-five centuries ago, Plato noted how dentiesinevitably degenerate into tyrannies.

" This blurring does not apply anymore, as Kant ¢fimuwhen [Man] is conscious of the moral law bas mevertheless
adopted into his maxim the (occasional) deviatf@reéfrom. (Kant 1996, Book One, IlI)

8 “Abundance needs no law, and civilization’s actieseof anarchy sounds almost like a denunciatibabmndance (...).
(...) it is the lack of contact between the cave devsliwhich is the true reason for the absence afoctibg laws...”".
(Horkheimer and Adorno 2002, 50-51)

¥ Kant had stated that the will is the faculty oboking only that which reason recognises as good.



CONCLUSION: THE NEED FOR THE DEFINITION OF A COMMON GOOD?

When wrong actions are dismissed as normal and acceptable ancdrievieality
goes unpunished, reversing legality, as Plato (Book VIII) noted, eveheireyes of
intelligent people,

there is usually more involved than just nonsense. There exists isocigty a

widespread fear of judging that has nothing whatever to do with theabitpidge

not, that ye be not judged’ (...). For behind the unwillingness to judge lurks the

suspicion that no one is a free agent, and hence the doubt that angsporsible

or could be expected to answer for what he has done. (Arendt 2003, 19)

Actually, the refusal to obey the law or to render it effectinds its cause also in
this attempt of man to beconsausa sui The tragedy is that, ultimately, punishment has
always come as the last resort to make people obey moral slavdaich were always
thought to be self-evident; as history has shown, “natural lavi itseed divine sanction
to become binding for men.” (Arendt 1990, 191) With the loss of the “resgic
limitations which protected its boundaries, freedom became heldiefesiceless” (Arendt
1954) and thus ready to be destroyed. People have to be forced te,basfiRousseau
would put it. In this sense, the Christian faculty of forgiveness no applicability in
relation to the “sins” committed in the political domain. For &tthe grandeur of court
proceedings that even a cog can become a person again.” (Arendt 2003, 148)

In this context, “the boundaries of positive laws are for the pdliggstence of
man what memory is for his historical existence: the guaeaaf the pre-existence of a
common world, the reality of some continuity which transcends the thdiliife span of
each generation” (Arendt 1968, 163), that is, only “in the body of poddive of each
country do thaus naturaleor the Commandments of God achieve their political reality”
(Ibid, 162). Between the strong and the weak, it is freedom that oppregsée the law
liberates (Henri Lacordaire) and the role of the Constitutsothat of limiting power, so
that we won't have a government of men, but a government of lawstdifejs
Nichomachean Ethics, book V, chapter X). Indeed, that means theamjetthe social
compact on which liberalism is based for

a state exists for the sake of a good life, and not for the cfaki® only. (...)

Whence it may be further inferred that virtue must be the oha state which is

truly so called, and not merely enjoys the name: for withougtiilsthe community

becomes a mere alliance which differs only in place fromrelés of which the
members live apart; and law is only a convention, ‘a surety toama¢her of
justice,” as the sophist Lycophron says, and has no real power totheakgizen

good and just. (Aristotléolitics, Book IlI)

This presupposes a common ethical understanding of society and its rahtber
words, striking an agreement about the definition of “positive liberly” order that
freedom survive, relativism cannot be condoned, especially that whiche iname of
freedom, can put an end to it, under the presupposition that the nedpmssassociated
with government will ultimately operate a transformation on eddiolitical elements. As
history has shown, when the nature of these elements is suchishat@mpatible with the
respect for the rules of the game, freedom will alwayhibeveakest element, proving that
it is necessary “to dissolve the sophistic-dialectical intéaions of politics which are all

8
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based on the superstition that something good might result from(&wdihdt 1968, 140),
for “those who choose the lesser evil forget very quickly that ttese evil” (Arendt
2003, 36). Because at the basis of freedom stand moral and ethical frele@ésm is not
devoid of substance. Additionally, our system of justice, our laws, dlitutrens, what is
criminalised or not, are based on moral conceptions. Hence,
A democratic government is not supposed to become an accompliceownits
overthrow by letting Gnostic movements grow prodigiously in thdteshef a
muddy interpretation of civil rights; and if through inadvertencé suecnovement
has grown to the danger point of capturing existential representsy the famous
legality of ‘popular elections’, a democratic government is nppesed to bow to
the ‘will of the people’ but to put down the danger by force and, iessary, to
break the letter of the constitution in order to save its spirit. (Voegelin 1987, 144)

As Voegelin (1991, 86) notes elsewhere, “While ... might does not mak itigs
unfortunately equally true that it makes an order, and that withaataotder can be neither
created nor maintained.” These are issues we would like to foegatise they point to the
authoritarian origin of politics. In fact, the advent of total#a regimes seems to have
inaugurated a political era of all or nothing, in which, as Arendt (1848) explains, all
means an undetermined infinity of forms of human living-together rottiing the
inevitable doom of human beings, in an ultimate confrontation between goceliaral
which war appears as catharsis, a last possibility for humémibe born anew (Hesse
1999), when, having reached his lowest point, man is confronted with higl loestiition.
In the impossibility of a return to God, “death is the greatedt and if life cannot be
ordered through orientation of the soul towardummmum bonuporder will have to be
motivated by fear of theummum malurh(Voegelin 1987, 182)
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