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0. Preface
The background
The ten richest countries of the world, in terms of PPP (purchasing power parity) have, all of them, a population of less than
10,000,0001. This is a unique statistic, in the sense that one has
to go 2500 years back, to the polis of the Hellenic world, to
meet again such a systemic possibility of the small to exist and
to prosper.
It is also a statistic highlighting the economic but especially
the moral superiority of the free, global, market economy,
which is a key diﬀerence between our times and all previous
ones. It is not the only diﬀerence but it is a highly important
and a spectacular one indeed. For in all previous times, some
large collective would have immediately shown up to devour
anything small and prosperous. Collectives, founded on some
great idea, would have never allowed it to survive or even happen. Their, so proclaimed, great and divine purpose would
have granted them all moral superiority pretexts to justify its
elimination, in ways that, outside their godly mission, may have
seemed a monstrous atrocity.
In all this long period, free spirited individuals suﬀered. God,
nation, race and class would go after any, even slightly misaligned, individual, anyone contesting their doctrine and their
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_GDP_(PPP)_per_capita
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authority, even in the most mild way, even by just suggesting
that the world is round and not ﬂat. Small collectives typically
shared a similar fate, from the larger and more muscular ones.
A long time ago however, a diﬀerent world existed. One
where the small survived and prospered. In the small world of
the Hellenes, the big had a hard time, and eventually failed to
enslave the small. Instead, it was humiliated by it in Marathon
and Thermopylae. The small would not surrender its far diﬀerent way of life nor would it buy into any divine mission, promises or briberies from the big.
That small world was where individualism was ﬁrst, fervently, practiced. That was its distinctive trait. Or at least one viewpoint on it. For individualism could not exist without a passion
for freedom; that was what really empowered individualism
and established it as a superior model with spectacular scientiﬁc and artistic production that shaped the modern western
world.
However, a closer look at the foundations of this rare world
will show that it was not just based on pure individualism itself. It was something well beyond that. This world somehow
received a great sense of fulﬁllment by being a part, an active
member, of its collective. Even if this required it to set boundaries to its individualism, boundaries that would never be perceived as oppressive but as an essential condition of individualism itself. Boundaries that took the form of the law. This also
echoes Castoriadis’ views, who steadily emphasizes2 that there
is not the slightest evidence that individual freedom in the Hellenic world was thought to be restricted by the participation in
the polis.
2 Cornelius Castoriadis, “Ce qui fait la Grèce”. Greek edition, Kritiki editions, volume 2, page 49.
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What I see as especially remarkable with this small world of
the polis was its unique balance between the individual and the
collective. A balance that fueled a most impressive intellectual
produce and a remarkable material well-being and prosperity.
To moderate this balance, the Hellenic polis invented a new
instrument.
Democracy.
Democracy is often exclusively associated with Athens and
the Classical Age. That is however a very narrow perception and
essentially a wrong one. Democratic institutions, even if only intermittently, even if in a fragmented and non mature way, appeared a long time before and were exercised in a vast area,
which the Hellenes had reached in their colonization outreach.
In this sense, one is justiﬁed in saying that democracy was not a
moribund construct, nor any short-lived trick. It was what made
the diﬀerence between “us” and “them”. When Ulysses, in the
depths of time, encounters the Cyclopes, he despises them for
not being aware of the Agora, where citizens got together, debated and reached decisions3.
Another frequent misconception, important for the discussion in the book, is the claim that democracy inherently conﬂicted with deeper knowledge and technical expertise. A view
wide spread as far behind as democracy itself.
I will object to this idea. The democratic process included
two distinct elements: the experts who scrutinized and analyzed diverse options and the people who made the selection, following debate and via a fundamental decision making
instrument, the rule of majority. Clearly, it does not belong to
democracy to claim that people may make decisions regardless
3 Homer, “Odyssey”, IX, 112 “τοῖσιν δ᾿ οὔτ᾿ ἀγοραὶ βουληφόροι οὔτε θέμιστες”
(these - the Cyclopes - are unaware of the Agora and the Law).
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of skills, or that skills and capabilities are, in this decision making
process, redundant. Besides, the fundamental requirement for
participation in the democratic process was to be able to bear
weapons and to be skillful enough to defend democracy and
the polis.
For many centuries this small world of the polis withstood
the expansionist pressure from the big collectives of the time.
It was only in the aftermath of the most destructive Peloponnesian war that democracy entered into decline. It would never
again reach the past glamour.
The era that would follow would be dominated by collectivist aggression of many kinds and origins. At some moments,
later on in this era, representation would, now and then, be
established as a decision making instrument. For many, representation was the successor of democracy. A model that would
stand out and defend individual rights against all collective aspirations and their divine mandates. To some extent, in the long
period of collectivism that would follow, this would truly be the
case.
I will disagree however with the view that representation is
the modern, the one and only feasible version of democracy. I
will rather side with Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who highlighted
the fundamental diﬀerence between these two constructs,
claiming that democracy was the only genuine form, although
something suitable only for perfect beings, for Gods4.
The explicit or implicit argument in equating representation
to democracy has been and, as I think, still largely is, the argument of scale. On our now huge scale, in a world inhabited by
seven billion, what can democracy mean? How can it be pos4 In his best known work “Du contrat social” Rousseau talks about the illusion
of the British who consider that they enjoy true freedom, when in fact, this is
only the case for the few election days.
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sible outside representation? And there is some good reason in
this argument. Imagine, for example, even ancient Rome, then
many times greater than Athens, trying to practice democratic
decision making.
However, in time, many things have changed with regard
to scale. I will put some good emphasis on highlighting these
great changes that led to the unique statistic highlighted in the
very ﬁrst sentence of this preface.
In short, the big scale does not nowadays immediately result
in some beneﬁt, as it did in a most straightforward and obvious
way in all past periods. Scale still goes with certain important
beneﬁts, which in economics are referred to as scale economies; it does however also have certain disadvantages. All this is
what makes small possible, if not even desirable, in some cases.
In addition, technology provides all the means to overcome
the technical shortcomings that existed in the old times and
that made the practice of democracy impossible as soon as
scale increased, making representation the only viable alternative to tyranny and other forms of authoritarian governance.
Although scale may be no true issue any more in proposing democratic governance, our modern era is also characterized by a profound complexity. Societies are now faced with a
daunting number of often strongly conﬂicting interests, while
nurturing a great variety of preferences and opinions and experiencing diverse challenges and pressures.
Besides scale, complexity is also called upon by representation as a further justiﬁcation for its existence. And for the fact
that it has pushed aside both aspects of democracy: expertise
as well as people. Take a look at the immigration problem that
has hit the door of Europe in recent years. To what extent was
this problem moderated by the two mechanisms of democra-
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cy: by experts and by the people?
Representation moderated this crisis, in full, with no scientiﬁc evidence to back up its decisions and with no true recourse
to the citizen’s view. Politicians took all decisions, as soon as the
problem started growing out of control. Politicians decided on
the how many, the where, the who and the when. On practically everything. It is impossible to discern any scientiﬁc evidence
in all these decisions. They were taken under great pressure; no
time was made to consult experts or people, let alone engage
them in the decision process.
On this occasion I would agree with how libertarian Hoppe
commented on the immigration issue5, some twenty years ago.
The current situation in the United States and in Western Europe has nothing whatsoever to do with “free” immigration. It
is forced integration […] The power to admit or exclude should
be stripped from the hands of the central government and reassigned to the states, provinces, cities, towns, villages, residential
districts, and ultimately to private property owners.
All this is not just a bad moment in time. It is the norm. Representation has established an arbitrary modus operandi, has
created oceans of personal interests and agendas, has grown
the size of the state it has under its grip, has skyrocketed the
sovereign debt it needs to fund this excessive size, has created
fat and waste and corruption.
And, most importantly, it has created citizen disillusionment and helplessness on an unprecedented scale, along with
a sense of passivity and detachment from the civic processes.
That is exactly where populism sets in. That is exactly what
multiple breeds of populists have identiﬁed as a unique opportunity to launch an oﬀensive on the so called “system”. Which
5 Hans-Hermann Hoppe, “Democracy, the God that failed”. Transaction Publishers, page 148.
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more or less is about building a personal power agenda rather
than restoring any democratic process. An agenda that, if successful, will just add a few more layers of representation, on
the ridiculous premise that this time it will be a good and antisystemic one.
All sorts of leftist and extreme right wing parties compete
to dominate this promising scene in the EU. Very often they collaborate to do the job. Eventually, who really cares about the
ideological pretexts? The only thing that matters is to get things
under their grip and beat the system. And to bestow, upon us,
some additional representation to celebrate their victory.
Populism is exactly as rampant as representation is failing.
And it is failing, as we will see, because it has set an impossible mission for itself. To manage the complexity of our times.
Although it has no true skill to do so. Although no such skill may
even exist.
Instead, I will argue that the management of this complexity
can only be achieved by reducing the scope of decision making.
Something that, if eﬀected, is bound to subvert representation
and propel democratic governance.

The purpose of this book
My primary ambition in this book is to decipher the origin
and the nature of the many misdeeds of representation. How
stranded away from democracy its contemporary workings are.
How wrong and unfair it is to credit the failures of representation to democracy. To highlight that what we need are markets,
experts and people engagement - and not representation. And
that for all this to come together in a powerful mix, we need
to manage contemporary complexity by drastically reducing
the scope of our decision making. From the large one, suitable
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for the impossible - as I will argue- mission of representation; to
the small one, of the city or the region, which is meaningful for
citizens.
And ﬁnally, with a focus on the EU project, to suggest that
democracy is not only far from being utopian but that it also
holds the best promise to overcome the current impasse in the
EU convergence process and to have the many populist cries
subside: muted into indiﬀerence and eventually oblivion.

The structure
In the ﬁrst chapter I try to lay out some historical perspectives
of democracy. How did democracy appear and why did it vanish; what was it really about? I will highlight the emergence and
the impressive impact throughout history of the anti-democratic philosophy of Plato, that, ironically, emerged and was allowed to ﬂourish amidst the greatest moments of democracy.
I also try to establish the very subtle and unique balance that
democracy proposes in order to reconcile individualism with
the collective.
I will then argue why there is only a limited overlap between
democracy and representation. I will, therefore, reject the idea
that representation is a, so claimed, feasible interpretation of
democracy, adapted to the requirements of our modern times.
The rationale behind this chapter is to elaborate on what I see
as a widespread contemporary confusion on democracy and,
especially, its irrational and unfair equation with representation. My main ambition has been to draw a clear line between
these two terms.
In the second chapter the point of focus is that of the collective. Having introduced above the unique way in which democracy moderates the relationship between the individual and the
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collective, I try here to demystify all the great myths that collectivism has been spreading in its long and malicious oﬀensive on
the individual. Collectivism, as a mindset, establishes the collective as a carrier of some divine message towards some sort of
perfection. It has always attempted to create an inﬂated and totally untrue image of the collective. To assign it attributes that it
can never possess. Rejecting this idea of a glorious, divine, privileged, superior, chosen by history, collective, I try to establish
why a collective cannot even bear any responsibility at all. Why
it is, therefore, necessarily deprived of all these supernatural capabilities, with which the various versions of collectivism have
been so fervently crediting it, throughout history.
I will then also discuss the legacy of collectivism throughout
history with an emphasis on the forms it assumes in our days;
populism, especially, which I consider as the most important
contemporary manifestation of the collectivist mind-set and
action.
The third chapter introduces markets and juxtaposes the
market economy with the individual and the collective, both
with some historical perspective as well as, primarily, with regard to the present times. I wish here to establish the key role
of the markets and the services they oﬀer. Their unique role in
individual transactions, in capturing value and setting prices in
the most eﬀective way. Clearly, I will try to highlight the liberating nature of the markets and in doing so I fear I will utterly
disappoint socialist minded people. I will also highlight some
important phenomena of our times, such as the emerging sharing models, which I see as an important and symbiotic rather
than antagonistic complement to traditional market exchanges. I will also discuss how the importance of scale economies is
changing and how this aﬀects, in a radical way, the organization
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of life and work.
This chapter serves, however, also as an important introduction to the next one, where I will investigate the ability of the
markets to optimally moderate our collective processes. To do
this, I have ﬁrst to clearly establish the rationale behind collectives. Are they in any sense useful or are they even non-existent,
as Margaret Thatcher suggested, in her famous quote below?
And, you know, there’s no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and there are families…
Here, I will elaborate on the distinctive services that collectives have to oﬀer and on the unique value they generate. Most
importantly, I will suggest, to the disappointment now of my
libertarian friends, that some of these collective services cannot be optimally moderated by market instruments. Very much
linked to this discussion is the hot topic of redistribution. I will
present what I see as the logic and the ethics behind redistribution. Approving the concept does not, however, automatically
imply that I also approve the mainstream practices of our times,
which I see as stamped by the wasteful practice of representation.
Which brings us to the ﬁfth chapter and to my critique on
modern representation. I describe why it has failed and why it
can only fail, in delivering any of these unique collective services. The void left will highlight the new role for democracy, will
sketch its powerful network model; the so called EU megapolis. A non-aggressive network of democratically self-governed
nodes - cities or regions. I will also discuss here what I see as the
one and only true diﬃculty in putting aside representation and
allowing democracy to ﬂourish.
The sixth and last chapter is a refocus of all the previous

D em ocr a cy ag a in ! | | 2 3
elaboration on the EU project. How this can move on, gathering steam again, how it can reconcile the various conﬂicting interests and how it can establish rational, ethical, accountable
and eﬀective decision making. Unfortunately, none of these
elements are really in place. This is why populism, of all colors,
is rampant and this is why these principles have to be achieved,
if populism is to be taken out of the picture and the news headlines. Obviously, if representation is the fuel of populism, as I
staunchly believe, getting rid of populism will require us to put
representation under scrutiny and have it drastically reduced.
This, in its turn, will create an impressive decision making void
that will have to be ﬁlled in by radically revamped decision making structures, fostering an increased role of markets in optimizing the transactions, of experts in shaping the solutions, and
of people in making the decisions. For all this to take place, the
scope of the decisions has to be radically reconsidered. It has to
be reduced, via a pervasive decentralization, in order to control
and manage complexity. Citizen engagement and participation
in the democratic process has to be linked to tangible issues,
whose cost and beneﬁt can be understood by people in the
same natural way as when one is buying a speciﬁc car model.
There is no sense in voting on things when nobody can understand what they are about and what their impact will be. This
just results in representation ridiculing the democratic process
and reinforcing its “unique” role, and in populism manipulating
people’s wills and pushing forward with its agenda.
Regions and cities will have to be drastically empowered
and emerge as the carriers of the true decision making powers.
The EU center will have to be reduced in size and perform only
there where it has a clear competitive advantage to oﬀer. As I
will discuss, I believe this advantage relates primarily to scale,

2 4 || N ik o s S a k k as
innovation and identity services.
I have no idea about the time it will take to complete this
process; I do not even think such a concern makes any sense.
It is all rather about maintaining the wondrous balance of the
true democratic process and leveraging it consistently to the
new and continuously moving frontiers allowed by technology.
I also have no idea of the reduction of representation that
will eventually be required. Nor do I have any plan to establish
some wishful theory about a zero state or a zero representation, which in my view are about the same.
I only have a few moves to suggest on the chessboard, aiming towards the end goal: that of freedom, non-aggression,
prosperity, fairness and rationalism. The fundamental condition of which, I think, could be concisely summarized in just one
word.
Democracy.

The acknowledgments
Behind any undertaking such as this book, one can always trace
the usual suspect: family. My wife, Georgia, and my two boys,
Dimitris and Nikitas, in this particular case. I feel that the ways
they assist such a process are the most unique, diverse and
complex. So much so that any attempt to touch upon them in
a few lines would be unfair and impossible. I would rather go
by them swiftly and in gratitude and get on with contributors
whose role is more traceable.
I would like to thank my father for opening to me the door
of the great thinkers of the democratic era, even if some of
them were among its ﬁercest opponents (Plato). Then, philosopher Cornelius Castoriadis, whom I never came to meet,
but whose books have had a most profound impact on me, in
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acquiring knowledge on the essence of democracy and even
on transposing some of it to my personal life. Also, my friend
Lambros Mitropoulos who is the architect of the unique Internet music experience oﬀered by radioart.com, that has been
my most loyal companion throughout this endeavor. I would
also like to thank the many people, some of whom have now
become good friends, with whom in the recent years of the crisis in Greece I have shared despair, anger, frustration and even
shame. They have all largely contributed to shaping the ideas
that follow. More than this, however, I thank them that they
have been something like a moral bastion in trying to bear with
and ﬁght back the endless waves of populism and their numerous lies and unbearable slander to which we have been continuously exposed.
Last, I have a large apology for all my many EU friends with
whom I have enjoyed the privilege of indulging in very interesting exchanges in recent years. I confess it has been very awkward indeed, trying to explain what seems to be a very dumb
behavior on the side of the Greek state. It is of course not just
about being dumb; it is also about a web of interests woven
together during 40 years of statism and clientelism. I would like
to ask them to bear with us, although unfortunately I am unable to make any prediction as to how much time it will take to
neutralize the monster of populism.
I would also like to remind them that besides democracy,
Europe is also a Greek word and we will not let it go as easily as
the agenda of statists of all colors would like us to do. We will
uphold liberal and democratic values all the way through!
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Preface to the second edition
This edition includes two changes; ﬁrst, I have removed the Annex, where the chronicle of the surge of populism during the
economic crisis in Greece was described. Indeed, as time goes
by, the Greek drama of the second decade of this century fades
away. Its populist protagonists are exiting the scene and are
widely discredited. The case has more the air of a bad joke than
of some impending catastrophe. In short, I do not think that
the description of the events leading to this period adds value
and clarity to the main premises of the treatise. Additionally,
it could lead to a grave misunderstanding by perhaps subconsciously considering that populism could be ridiculed as easily
as its Greek architects eventually were.
The second change I have made is to add a discussion of a
book by Bryan Caplan entitled The Myth of the Rational Voter,
published by Princeton University Press in 2007. I found some
points of Caplan’s critique interesting; I could say intriguing.
While heavy on facts and strong on analytical reasoning, nonetheless I do not feel that it is free from severe ideological obsessions, typical to most of the other democracy-critical cases
already reviewed in the First Edition. What impressed me the
most in Caplan’s work is the extent to which I subscribe to his
main thesis: that of the so-called rational irrationality of voters.
I do, however, strongly disagree with the direction his argument takes and with the conclusions he draws from his basic
hypothesis. All in all, I felt that this book bore some important
relevance with regard to Democracy again! and deserved some
commentary.
Athens, September 2021

1. Democracy and its modern critique
Introduction
Democracy and representation are terms often treated in a
very confusing and ultimately erroneous way. They are used as
if they, more or less, represent the same thing. For example,
Karsten and Beckman6 use the term “democracy” when in fact
they only refer to a pure and clean representation. This results
in the weird situation where someone like me accepts most of
their arguments while, at the same time, rejecting their accusation against democracy, as none of these agreed upon points
have anything to do with it. In other words, I could easily subscribe to most of the conclusions raised in this book, should it
have been entitled “Beyond Representation”. I can only reject
them as long as they are tabulated under “Beyond Democracy”.
This chapter is structured in two parts; the ﬁrst one seeks to
establish some historical perspective and set some important
deﬁnitions of democracy. After having deﬁned what democracy is about, I will get back to see and discuss more thoroughly
the typical anti-democracy arguments, originating from libertarian and anarchist thinkers: those with whom I believe I share
some common ideological ground. I will indeed restrict myself
to this particular standpoint and will not engage in any debate
6 Frank Karsten and Karel Beckman, “Beyond Democracy”. www.beyonddemocracy.net
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with anti-democracy views coming from authoritarian and extreme right viewpoints. Unfortunately, however, I will show
that libertarians, in some instances, side with the most conservative and failed theories.
In short, my early diagnosis is that the approaches taken by
Karsten and Beckman and most of their similar-minded libertarian peers build on an inherent yet totally wrong assumption.
One implying that democracy was in fact somehow lost in the
ancient world, only to be rediscovered in modern times, in a
new shape - that of representation. That, time put aside, there
exists something like a tautology between the two terms. That
representation is the practical, the feasible version and the only
realistic contemporary implementation of democracy.
Throughout this book I wish to show that the line between
democracy and representation is not about some unimportant,
slight linguistic nuance. It is about substance. The two terms
have very little in common. I will try to consistently highlight
what really makes democracy unique, what makes it a viable
instrument to overcome the many problems and ineﬃciencies accumulated by representation and its recent by-product:
populism.

The essence of democracy
Democracy introduced a unique innovation, something that
had never occurred previously in the organization of human societies. Something that was a colossal way apart from all decision making processes invented by humans until the moment
democracy dawned upon the Hellenic world.
Decisions were not taken by some born ruler; all decisions
pertaining to the life of citizens were taken in two distinct and
complementary ways. On the one hand it was the direct partici-
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pation of people, from all layers of society, regardless of status
and wealth, provided they were free and could bear arms. On
the other hand, it was experts that because of their knowledge
or skills were entrusted with decisions that required their speciﬁc know-how and could therefore not be left to the wider
society. This was something central to democracy. Democracy
was not just about people convening and deciding; nor was it of
course about representation. In fact, one can hardly sense any
representation mechanisms at all.
Democracy was the harmonious and natural co-existence
of these two decision making schemes. A co-existence that has
proved very diﬃcult to explain and decipher. Castoriadis stands
silent and respectful in front of this grand mystery. He has no
explanation to oﬀer; instead he calls it a great moment, a rare
moment where “people autonomy” took precedence over
“leadership”.7 This sounds a lot like Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
who called democracy something so perfect, something unﬁt
for humans. So very incomprehensible it has been.
And so it very much remains! This is why there have been
many confusing and arbitrary interpretations, such as those
mentioned previously.
Below I will seek to present what democracy really was, how
it worked: its main components and how they interacted. Its
inherent balancing nature. This will take away a lot of the hype
and restore democracy to its true nature.
Then, a more noble goal is perhaps, later, to argue that this
democracy, the very same, more or less, adapted to the context and the realities of our present, can serve as the basis towards a freer and a more competitive society.
7 Cornelius Castoriadis, “Ce qui fait la Grèce”. Greek edition, Kritiki editions, volume 1, page 65.
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Let me ﬁrst take a ﬂashback to the early moments of democracy, to some unique circumstances that allowed it to develop
in the Hellenic world alone.

God and freedom
Imagine a game where our player sets out from some given
point to reach a well-deﬁned end point: one out of the many
possible game end points. There are numerous ways, a literal
maze, connecting the start point with these numerous end
points. Our player is free to select the path as long as he does
not miss his ultimate goal: to reach the one and only end goal
that will put him among the few winners. The many paths confronting him have no signiﬁcance per se. They are completely inconsequential in all possible aspects, apart from one - whether
they bring him closer to the end goal or take him away from it.
The one and only satisfaction arises from reaching the blessed
end point. Nothing else makes any sense nor does it need aﬀect
the player’s routing decisions in any way.
Imagine now a similar game being played on the next table.
Same rules as before with some, however, striking diﬀerences.
There is one starting point and, again, numerous end points,
with the same maze in between. Our player, however, faces
now a quite diﬀerent challenge. There is not just one privileged
end point that places him among the winners. Rather, it is up
to the player himself to select the end point as he pleases, and
then venture to reach it. In addition, in this second game, not
all end points guarantee the same winning points, the same
satisfaction. For some of them it is easy to discern the connecting path. You can of course set yourself such easy end points.
Remember, though, this will result in limited satisfaction - let
us say, fewer winning points. There are also other end points,
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where if aimed at by our player, there is a much greater chance
that he fails; and this is only natural, to justify the much greater
reward awaiting him if he makes it to these points. Last, in this
second game, pleasure for our player arises not only by reaching his self-deﬁned end point; daring and ambitious players are
going to experience much more satisfaction as they strive to
reach their goal. Again, a much greater risk accompanies this
greater satisfaction: to be quickly stranded out of their route,
towards somewhere devastatingly diﬀerent to the self-chosen
end point.
While virtues such as persistence, insight, devotion, attention and carefulness would be equally valuable to both our players, freedom would be utterly meaningless to our ﬁrst player.
Freedom has no existence in his world, with the slight, perhaps,
exception of his freedom to choose his itinerary. Even this tiny
little freedom will result in no diﬀerence per se in what he experiences as inner satisfaction. Everything will only be judged
upon his ability to eventually reach the one and only winning
end point decided by the game rule setter. All the rest is utterly
void of any sense or purpose.
On the contrary, for our second player freedom emerges
as something distinct and fundamental; freedom pervades all
his decisions and is behind all his feelings of fulﬁllment or despair that may build in him as he progresses along his virtuous
or failed path. Our second player is the one who really sets the
rules, who decides where he should aim at. And in doing so, he
has also implicitly chosen the pair of satisfaction and despair
that will await him at every single turn on his path. The more
diﬃcult and unpredictable the path, the higher the satisfaction
he will reap if successful, the higher the price he will pay if not.
Our two games correspond to two main God archetypes.
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The ﬁrst game is where all truth has been already revealed to
humans by God. There is nothing essential left for the player
to ﬁnd, uncover or reveal; he only needs to strive to reach the
ultimate truth shown to him by God, who as the one and only
rule setter has clearly deﬁned the end point. Humans are free
to choose their track, but nothing beyond that. God has made
them in that way, to have a free will to choose their own course.
Yet, this is a freedom necessary for the game, and God himself,
to make sense; without it the game would only be ridiculous.
Without this limited freedom, no concept of human responsibility could ever result. And without this responsibility it would
be impossible to justify the reward or the punishment awaiting
humans at the end of the track. Simply put, no God could possibly survive the lack of this tiny little freedom.
Our second gamer, however, experiences true freedom: not
just the tiny amount necessary to justify God himself. His freedom is absolute; he is master of the game, he sets the rules,
deﬁnes the end points, sets up for himself the challenge of the
track he opts for, and the intensity of the satisfaction and despair he will boldly dare experience.
The tiny little freedom of our ﬁrst player is there only to deﬁne God; that is its only purpose. The full and true freedom our
second player is faced with is what blows true life to humans.
Our ﬁrst game is the most typical one throughout human
history. All major Gods - game creators - have set up the game
according to this template. They all have very little respect for
freedom: with the exception, for the reason explained above,
of the freedom to select the path, which they have labeled as
freedom of will.
Our second game has been a rare one indeed; how likely is it
that some God would set up a game in this strange way? How
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likely is it that some God might not reveal the whole of the truth
by setting a well-deﬁned end goal, leaving it up to free humans
to endeavor to decipher it, in any way they would consider fulﬁlling? Would such free humans not eventually challenge and
contest these weird Gods too?
Can such strange and utterly self-destructive Gods really exist?
Such weird Gods really existed. And they were very diﬀerent from their previous peers, well beyond being just self-catastrophic. They were also as full of caprice and vice and human
passion as they were often empty of virtue and principles. With
perhaps one exception, where all these strange Gods strangely
coincided: in their great admiration for the free and the daring. Having allowed freedom to exist they could only cherish it,
whenever it reached its most daring and exquisite forms.
Such was the distinctive quality of the Gods of the Hellenic world; they did not care to set the rules or to deﬁne the
end points. This grand deﬁciency (or splendor should I say?)
was that which allowed freedom to ﬁll in the gaping void of a
rule free world. It was only natural that some kings or tyrants
sought to ﬁll in the gap; yet, a tyrant without some real God
backing him, would be a very fragile tyrant...
Without such Gods the emergence of the free spirit would
have been, at the very least, delayed.
Democracy would have been just as impossible as it turned
out to be anywhere where true and serious rule setting Gods
prevailed. Because democracy was only invented to ﬁll in this
gap: this lack of rules allowed by the strange breed of the Hellenic Gods.
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The rise of the polis and the birth of democracy
Athens is often considered the birthplace of democracy, and
the Golden Age its birth time. This however is utterly wrong.
Athens and the Golden Age might represent the moment democracy reached its peak, but are by no means its birth place
and era.
Central to democracy is the concept of the people, who
convene, debate and decide. The “Agora” was the term used
for the place where all this happened. The ﬁrst reference ever
made to an Agora dates back to Homer and the “Odyssey”.
When, on his great endeavor to get back home, Ulysses reaches the land of the Cyclopes he discloses to his comrades that
these are uncivilized beasts and he claims as the reason for this
the fact that they are not even aware of the Agora, the place
where people meet and make decisions8.
The frontiers between fact and myth are diﬃcult to trace in
Homer’s poems; this applies for the “Iliad” and even more to
the “Odyssey”, which unfolds in lands of weird and utterly ﬁctional creatures. According to archaeological evidence it seems
that the so-called Heroic Age, when some of these events possibly took place, is somewhere around 1200-1100 BC. Following
the demise of the Mycenaean civilization that ensued, the Hellenic world entered the so-called Dark Age that lasted until the
year 1000 BC.
Of course, the fact that Homer, who is assumed to have
lived around 900-700 BC, puts such words and concepts in the
mouth and the brain of Ulysses does not mean that they really
existed in those times.
What Homer most probably does is to use institutions such
8 Full reference provided at footnote no.3 of the Preface.
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as the Agora, of which he had evidence himself, and to project
them back to the time of his plot. Thus, one can only be conﬁdent that democratic institutions such as the Agora did exist
as far back as the time of Homer. This is also the ﬁrm view of
Castoriadis9.
The exact date and the details of the emergence of these
institutions remain unknown. Where exactly they appeared for
the ﬁrst time, what prompted their discovery, who pioneered
their design and implementation, whether they were the result
of ingenious leadership or some collective achievement: for all
these there is no evidence at all.
We do however know that following the Dark Age the Hellenic world embarked on a major expansion and colonization
exercise. As of the year 1000 BC and until the year 750 BC10 the
Hellenic cities set out to explore the world they could then
reach and set up colonies. This period expanded the geographic area over which the Hellenes lived. It is during this period that
many new cities were founded, in the whole of the Mediterranean region and up to the Black Sea, most of which still exist
today. A few daring explorers, such as Pytheas, crossed the Gibraltar Strait. Pytheas reached a place that he called “Thouli”, a
Greek term meaning something dark and foggy. Whether this
was Ireland, England or Norway is unknown, as all these could
well qualify for his description.
This was the great outreach of the Hellenes.
It is interesting to note that this colonization bore no resemblance at all to the colonization that European countries embarked upon in the 16th Century. There is ample evidence that
the Hellenic colonies often surpassed the metropolis in wealth
9 Cornelius Castoriadis, “Ce qui fait la Grèce”. Greek edition, Kritiki editions, volume 1, page 101.
10 Ibid., 7.
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and power. They remained autonomous from it and set up their
own rules and independent governance11. Typically, they maintained good relationships with their mother polis, although
even this was not a golden rule; frequently clashes occurred between the metropolis and the colony. Also, the people participating in these great ventures were not driven by poverty nor
were they convicts that were forced to travel and migrate. And
lastly, they did not exploit anything; the places they reached
and where they set up their new settlements were literally
empty of other people.
This is the great picture of Homer’s era, and this was when
the ﬁrst sparks of democracy ﬂashed. It is then that he himself
had experienced the Agora and appreciated it to the extent
that it constituted the main diﬀerence between man and beast
according to the words of Ulysses, one of his key emblematic
heroes.
More details about the circumstances and the precise timing of this unique process, whereby democracy emerged, are
not known and most likely will never be known. This new social
discovery was however by all means truly magniﬁcent. For the
ﬁrst time in human history, facilitated and enabled, as explained
in the previous chapter, by the very nature of the Gods of the
time, democracy represented a unique challenge to authority
as exercised by kings, emperors and priests, usually in the name
of a God. It engaged people in debate and collective decision
making by the rule of majority.
In summary, the emergence of democracy was a very long
and relatively stable process that persisted over many centu11 Thucydides in his ﬁrst book (A 24-26) in describing the relationship and the exchanges between the metropolis Corinth and its colony Corfu recounts that the
Corinthians should be well aware that those who leave their country do so not
in order to become inferiors of those who remain, but to remain equal to them.

D em ocr a cy ag a in ! | | 3 7
ries. It culminated during the Fifth Century BC in Athens, when,
especially after the victorious Persian wars, democracy not only
survived but reached the peak of its glamour.
I insist however on the long, intermittent yet also enduring
process that preceded Athenian democracy. I insist because it
is important to realize that democracy was not some short lived
whim that came and went with Athens. It was not something
accidental or possibly unnatural. It was part of the everyday,
and this carried on for a very long time: starting from somewhere between 1000 and 900 BC and ending with the demise
of Athens and the Hellenic world, which occurred gradually between the Fourth and the Third Century BC.
Jean-Jacques Rousseau many centuries later considered democracy as something of a godly perfection, that humans could
only experience temporarily and in small communities12. He was
also the ﬁrst to stress that there was no representation in the
Hellenic world13.
Perhaps he was also thinking in terms of some decades of
Athenian democracy and not in terms of the many centuries
long, profound democratic experience of the Hellenes. Some
decades may be more easily considered an exception, an accident. Democracy however was the rule and not an exception or
any accident. And it led to a unique prosperity and explosion of
all sorts of intellectual endeavor across the Hellenic world. Well
before the Golden Age and Pericles.
This said, the importance of size for democracy was acknowledged by the Greeks and did not escape the critical attention of
its thinkers. Aristotle14 epitomized it by saying that it would not
have been possible to have a democratic polis with just a thou12 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, “Le contrat social”. Book III, Chapters 4 & 15.
13 Ibid., Book III, Chapters 12 & 15.
14 Aristotle, “Politika”. B 1265 a14, C 1276 a25-30”.
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sand citizens, nor one with a million. A thousand would have
been too little, a million something like Babylon.

Instruments and institutions of democracy
I will refrain from enumerating and discussing the many institutions that all together comprised the democratic experience in
the Hellenic world. I would advise the interested reader to refer
to the many exhaustive sources on this matter15.
I will only try to highlight some essential and operational features of democracy. And I will do this in order to discuss later,
when coming back to contemporary times, some key questions
such as:
1. Is what we call democracy today truly such, or is it something essentially diﬀerent?
2. If we conclude that it is diﬀerent, what is it then that prevents the establishment of democracy again?
To address these questions, we do not need to go through
all the many democratic institutions of the Hellenic world. We
only need to capture and understand democracy’s essential
and unique features which propelled the great scientiﬁc and
artistic progress that characterized all its lifetime from the Homeric times until the Roman invasion and the complete demise
of the Hellenic world. But we also need to highlight its shortcomings, its important limitations, its moments of deep crisis.
All this will be a necessary background to our key questions.

The balance between the people and the expert
Democracy was the political pedestal that allowed the Hellenic
world to ﬂourish in its antiquity on an unprecedented scale. The
15 Such as, for example, the work of Jean Pierre Vernant, “Mythe et pensée
chez les Grecs” as well as that of Moses Finley, “The Ancient Greeks”.
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ruling of the citizens (demos) was the radical innovation introduced and adopted, although often temporarily and to varying
extents by a great number of Hellenic city states, over a long, as
we have seen, period of time.
The Agora was where the power of the people was exercised. It is there where people gathered, discussed, debated
and eventually decided, according to the innovative majority
rule. These decisions related to everyday issues, such as the
launch of speciﬁc infrastructural projects and their ﬁnancing.
Most importantly however they included the enacting of new
laws. It was the responsibility of citizens to introduce new legislation. The courts were then obliged to follow closely and enforce this legislation.
Aristotle lived in the spotlight of democracy, observed it and
documented his ideas and remarks. In addition, one can hardly
claim that Aristotle was in any way biased towards democracy;
he was the tutor of Alexander and quite familiar with, if not silently in approval of, the Macedonian oligarchic regime. Here is
how he puts it16:
People are now in charge of everything, everything is decided via
decrees and courts where people are directly participating. Even
decisions that were in the past taken by the Vouli are now in the
hands of the people.
Law was a fundamental, a cornerstone concept of democracy. Obviously, laws resulted in a restriction, or rather self-restriction of the freedom of the individual. However, this element of
self-restriction was something fully accepted. In the works of
the great philosophers, the scientists and the great inventors
of theater and tragedy, one will ﬁnd many references to unjust
laws but one will hardly ever ﬁnd some criticism against the very
16 Aristotle, “The Athenian Constitution, INA, 2”.
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concept of law. Castoriadis elaborates on this highly important
aspect of the democratic society. He claims that self-restriction
was perceived as a natural and logical requirement of democracy. To highlight how great the signiﬁcance of the law was, he
comes to the point of considering the very birth of tragedy as
something triggered by the need to self-restrict. The tragedy,
according to him, is nothing more than the artistic expression
of this deep need. Antigone, in the masterpiece of Sophocles,
revolts against what she considers an unjust decree of her uncle
Creon to leave her brother Polynices unburied on the grounds
of treason, after he had unsuccessfully marched against his
own city. But she does so only because there is another inherited and unwritten law that considers such a practice unethical
and utterly unthinkable. This tragedy is not a thriller ﬁlm where
the good guy clashes with the bad one. Although it would be
impossible for a spectator not to sympathize with Antigone,
Creon is certainly not any ordinary villain; instead he is defending the law of the city. This is what makes the clash of these two
personalities so strong. The whole drama is therefore about the
scope of the law and the conﬂicts that one may run into when
trying to deﬁne it. It is a hymn to the democratic self-restriction.
Indeed, in the case of laws there was nothing like a lawmaker. It was for the demos to make the laws; it was for the courts
to enforce them.
However, one cannot generalize this practice and come to
the conclusion that in democracy there was no space for experts. Expertise was highly sought after, and greatly understood and appreciated whenever it was considered important.
And this happened all too often. Nobody would ever be democratically assigned as a general; it was mandatory that before
anybody assumed such a position, he had already demonstrat-
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ed the necessary skill, that he had already been, in practice, a
skillful warrior and a competent strategist. It was in this way
and under such expertise requirements that Miltiades was appointed as head general in the battle of Marathon.
Clearly, the unique importance of expertise was acknowledged by democracy and it would be very wrong to suggest
that it did not count in how society was run.
Competitions were very often held to select the best theater
script. Tutors, pedagogues and speakers varied a lot in terms of
skill, prices claimed for their services and public esteem. Similar
variations applied in the case of the many technical skills and
professions required by society in those days. All these were
evaluated according to competence and not some blind democratic ranking. Similar criteria of expertise were applied to the
selection and appointment of the architects of Parthenon; no
democratic process could have ever resulted in such a masterpiece.
The claim that democracy was in some sort of an inherent
conﬂict with expertise is therefore a very naive and unfounded
accusation.
This said, one has to also admit that the line between the
people’s will and expert decisions was often quite blurred,
moving in time and subjective. Take for instance the example
of Socrates. He was known for his opposition to democracy,
which he scorned, suggesting that only experts should be making decisions - that only their opinion mattered. At the same
time, however, Socrates became famous for his quote, “the
one and only thing I know, is that I know nothing at all”. One
can then only ask: what can the meaning of an expert be, in a
world where knowledge is impossible?
In short, decisions in the democratic polis were taken
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through a mixed scheme whereby both the people and the experts played an important role. Obviously the closer a society
was to democracy, the more profound the role of the people.
Such was the case of Classical Athens. However even at the other extreme, in oligarchic societies such as Sparta, the democratic process was not excluded outright from public life. Spartans,
also, convened to their Agora and made decisions. Not as consistently, of course, nor regarding a similarly great number of
important matters as their Athenian rivals. Nor did they debate
as extensively; they shouted rather than voted, and the louder
voice prevailed. However, even in their case some people’s participation was possible and was even encouraged.
Here is how Pericles, in his famous Funeral Oration17, an unparalleled moment of democratic spirit, summarized in a most
superb way the subtle balance between the people’s will and
expertise.
It is true that we are called a democracy, for the administration is
in the hands of the many and not of the few. But while there exists equal justice to all and alike in their private disputes, the claim
of excellence is also recognized; and when a citizen is in any way
distinguished, he is preferred to the public service, not as a matter
of privilege, but as the reward of merit.

The polis, the state and the politicians
Contrary to experts, whose importance was widely and practically acknowledged, one will not ﬁnd professional politicians in
the democratic polis. Even Pericles, who is perhaps the most
emblematic ﬁgure of democracy, was not a professional politician. Public life as well as private exchanges were underpinned
17 This unique speech is included in Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian
War. It was delivered by Pericles, a most prominent ﬁgure of democracy in Athens, at the end of the ﬁrst year of the Peloponnesian War (431–404 BC) as a part
of the annual public funeral for the war dead.
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by the people and by experts. No “politician” role was deemed
necessary. Nor did it exist in any noticeable way or scale.
A lack of politicians is equivalent to a lack of representation.
And this is a striking diﬀerence to modern times, where public
life and space are dominated by representation. And if one may
be, at this point, surprised, it is only because representation has
been established in our times as something absolutely natural
and mandatory.
Well, it has not always been so! I will have the opportunity
to return extensively to this issue. For the moment, it will sufﬁce to highlight that politicians are a more recent development;
they were not part of the democratic societies of our reference
period.
A second surprise for the reader may result from stating
that in the same democratic societies there was no state in the
sense we perceive it today. Even among the anarcho-libertarian
ranks some, typically referred to as minarchists, consider that in
the process of gradually eliminating the state it may be diﬃcult
to do away with the lawmaking process and the whole huge
state legislative system that supports it; we may therefore have
to live with it.
Nozick has elaborated in depth on this topic. In his seminal work, “Anarchy, State and Utopia”, Nozick18 is staunchly
against any notion of redistribution: something that I will later
strongly debate and try to explain why I cannot agree with.
However, his work and his dialectic method is compelling in its
clarity when he highlights the necessity of what he considers as
an ultra-minimal, necessary state, even if he tries to dissociate it
from his much hated redistribution.
18 Robert Nozick, “Anarchy, State, and Utopia”. Basic Books, Kindle Edition,
Kindle Locations 958-960.
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I have spoken until now of the night-watchman state’s appearing
to be redistributive, to leave open the possibility that non redistributive types of reasons might be found to justify the provision
of protective services for some by others... Greatly concerned to
protect rights against violation, I make this the sole legitimate
function of the state; and I protest that all other functions are illegitimate because they themselves involve the violation of rights.
Yet in the democratic world there was no such system. Although the law was acknowledged as a cornerstone component of democracy, its enacting was left to the people and not
to the state. Free citizens were the warriors and tasks such as
policing and book keeping were assigned typically to slaves.
Castoriadis illustrates this by saying19 that a role similar to that
of Jacques Delors would have probably been assigned to some
competent slave; free citizens were concerned about decisions
and not about accounting issues. The state in the contemporary sense simply did not exist.
Democratic societies experienced people participation, expert assignment and, of course, market instruments. The people, the experts and the market were the main institutions of
the polis. Not the state.
Surprising as it may seem to our anarcho-libertarians, what
many of them consider as an unavoidable and unshrinkable
part of the state for many centuries and in prosperous societies
did not exist at all!
Have things really become so complex then? We will see
about this a bit later.

The individual, the collective and the majority rule
19 Cornelius Castoriadis, “Ce qui fait la Grèce”. Greek edition, Kritiki editions,
volume 2, page 85.
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Another topic of confusion with regard to democracy, often articulated as an accusation against it, is its relevance to individualism and to the collective. There are two strands of argument
here.
On the one hand democracy is often accused of being too
individualistic and paying little attention to the collective. This
was typically the case in past times when nationalism was valued perhaps more than it currently is. Nationalism considered
the nation to be the top value and servicing the nation took full
precedence while, in the process, little, if any, attention was
paid to democratic values.
But then other people came along, looking at this balance
between the individual and the collective from a diﬀerent angle. They suggested that the rule of the majority that came with
it is the seed of totalitarianism, as the minority can only suﬀer
under the rule of the majority. How then can democracy possibly be considered anything close to individualism? This latter
accusation is, I believe, far more pertinent; it underlies current
opinion literature such as the book already referred to above, in
the ﬁrst footnote of this chapter.
Truly the concept of the majority rule is fundamental to democracy and has been so in the democratic cities of antiquity.
Of course, this may result in the minority feeling uncomfortable
or even oppressed.
Yet how can a collective possibly exist without the rule of
the majority? As long as opponents to it do not answer this
question one can only consider that they simply place a low
value on the collective, one that is always and systematically
overwhelmed by the negative feelings they end up with in their
minority role. Maybe they reject the idea of the collective altogether; why bother with majorities if the collective is just a
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source of worries and frustration and carries no positive value?
Or perhaps it is a whim, a non-existing entity. That is how Mrs.
Thatcher put it in her words, as we saw, at the very beginning of
this book, when questioning the very existence of society, and
therefore any value related to it.
However, if we argue that we must maintain collectives and
not eliminate them as a matter of principle, there is no other
way and no more fair or rational way to do this than via the majority rule. It takes no big courage to acknowledge this! Besides,
this is why we naturally practice the majority rule in very small
collective settings such as those of family and friends and companies. How else could we possibly do, at the society level?
***
Accepting the majority rule as the only imaginable way to make
decisions in collectives does not aﬀect, in any way, your decision to stay with the collective or not.
I do not think there is a rational or ethical way to force some
individual or some sub-collective to remain part of a bigger collective. My liberal standpoint does not allow anything else to
take priority. It should be free to go, should it so decide. It is important however that any such decision is a truly conscious one,
and that the full consequences of it have been understood and
taken into account. There are some risks involved, some losses
that may occur when abandoning the collective. Very recently
the UK carried out a referendum, resulting in a Brexit that most
likely Britons have already repented. In Greece the ruling socialists/communists masterminded an utterly populist and ridiculous referendum where nobody understood what it really was
about: neither the NO that was overwhelmingly voted for, nor
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the YES that eventually somehow magically resulted. And the
Catalans who also displayed some fervor to abandon a collective (Spain) did not eventually appear to represent a clear majority. The same suspicion arises also here, as in the two previous cases (the UK and Greece): were they fully conscious of
what they were doing?
Changing your mind is something quite common in politics.
People repent their vote far more easily, swiftly and more often than other decisions they make. This is a good indication
of poor knowledge or of unfounded and wishful trust in politicians, if not of both of them. This, together with the greater and
greater reluctance on the side of the electorate to take part in
the election game, underlines the crisis of the representation
system. Why else should a voter abstain or change his mind so
easily, if not because he has no trust or a limited and short lived
trust in this system?
***
Coming now back to our majority rule: the only reason why an
individual or a sub-collective may truly and consistently (and not
just superﬁcially and temporarily) suﬀer under the majority rule
is that the value they receive as members of the collective is
systematically exceeded by their losses, sustained by being part
of it and by being subject to the one or more decisions that left
them in the status of a minority. If they have made the calculation and truly and responsibly think it is really so, if they are conﬁdent that they will not repent it the very next moment, then
yes, liberal values mandate that they are free to go. I cannot call
upon any superior value to hold them back. The other skeptical
side claims, for example, the predominance that law enforce-
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ment should always receive. From this perspective we should
condemn the US for not observing the UK constitutional law,
all Eastern Europe for practically rejecting and revolting against
the Ottoman law and so on.
My key point made here is that individual freedom is not incompatible with collective membership. Collectives generate
value for their members - very often important value. In the
next chapters I will elaborate more deeply on the nature of this
collective value. For the moment I would stress again that the
rule of the majority is the only conceivable means to maintain
the stability of the collective, and to allow it to make, as much
as possible, fair decisions.
If someone feels constantly oppressed by the majority rule,
he has to re-consider his position in his collective; maybe he has
to move out of it, to stop being oppressed by the majority. And
maybe before doing so he has to reﬂect on the issue in a frank
and comprehensive way; re-entry into the collective upon his
possible change of mind might present diﬃculties or be outright impossible.
I would say that democracy is the system that more than any
other acknowledges and respects this balance between the
individual and his collective membership. Outside democracy
we have experienced mostly a dominance of collective values,
such as nationalism and religion. And recently also the paranoid
and murderous collectives of the supreme race (Arian) and the
supreme class (working).
More recently the other extreme position has been gaining
in momentum. The one failing to see the value of the collective
and the unique services it may provide all its members. Failing
to see this, it then questions the validity of the majority rule. I
would have nothing to object to such an argument. If the col-
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lective generates no value, then the majority rule is a most oppressive instrument. However, if this, as I believe and will argue
later in the book, is not true, if there are truly some tangible and
distinctive services oﬀered by the collective, then the whole argument collapses.
Democracy in the ancient Hellenic world allowed, in practice, a marvelous balance between individualism and collective
membership. This world was full of bold individual acts, such as
those of Prometheus or Antigone; but this never resulted in a
loss of the feeling of the collective, of the many beneﬁts that
one experiences within it, or in a fading of the urge to serve it.

The limitations of democracy
There is no intention to highlight the democratic paradigm that
survived over many centuries as ideal and error free. I would
underline the following major limitations.
First, we are faced with what might seem to our modern
eyes as an impressive lack of universality of the democratic modus vivendi. Democracy was restricted to the free and the bold,
those who could bear arms. Slaves, women, low income technicians, who could not aﬀord to maintain weapons and train in
the necessary warfare, and old people were all excluded from
the process.
Of course there are excuses: as Marx succinctly put it, accusing the Greeks of practicing slavery20 would equal accusing
them of not having invented the steam engine. To what extent
20 Another important remark of Marx (in the “Capital”, book 1, part 4, chapter
13) as well as Weber (in “Economy and Society”, Aubier Montaigne, 1982, page
184) is that the economic basis of the Greek polis were the peasants and the
technicians and not the slaves. Castoriadis is in line with this view, as in “Ce qui
fait la Grèce” (Greek edition, Kritiki editions, volume 2, page 55) he estimates
the number of free citizens of Athens as slightly less than 200,000, with the
slaves being between 90,000 and 110,000.
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this limited applicability of democracy was something unavoidable, some trap of time, is a theoretical question. We have no
evidence of other societies in those times yearning successfully
beyond these limits. Not to mention that freed slaves used their
new status to enslave others.
Then it has to be acknowledged that democracy failed to
provide systemic and eﬀective protection from populism and
demagogues21 or even to provide for a fully-ﬂedged religious
tolerance22.
Democracy was a wonderful balance between the people
and the experts, the individual and the collective, and no perfect system. Aristotle elaborated on this very fragile nature of
democracy23.
A balancing exercise, however, is sensitive and risky. And so
there were dramatic moments of failure and unfairness, to accompany the story of democracy and to shadow its glamour.
Despite these limitations one can be certain that democracy
radically contested the dominant concept of the lifetime ruler
who bequeathed by default his ruling power to his successors
21 Populists urged the people of Athens to vote for a very unfair act: the execution of the eight generals of Arginouses for failing to collect the dead, after a
victorious confrontation with the Spartans during the civil war that devastated
Greece in the Fourth Century BC. A similar situation occurred with the decision
to campaign to Sicily, orchestrated by the major demagogue of the times, Alcibiades. This eliminated the Athenian naval forces and was a critical factor in
the demise of Athens.
22 Cicero claimed that Athenians set on ﬁre the works of Protagoras, a prominent Sophist and relativist/agnostic philosopher of the time of Pericles and
Plato. This brave man had not even questioned the existence of Gods; when
asked about the Gods he had just said that the brevity of human life rendered
him incapable of knowing whether God existed or not and who he truly was.
However, modern researchers (such as John Burnet) question this development and especially its extent, on the grounds that several works of Protagoras
would survive and could be traced in the following centuries.
23 In “The Athenian Constitution, XLI, 2” Aristotle emphasizes that people are
not infallible or incorrupt in their judgments; they are however expected to perform better than the rule of the few.
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and descendants, no matter how competent or interested
these might be. It brought citizens to the forefront of civic life,
allowed them to make decisions in a participatory way, often
revoke them and most importantly assume responsibility for
them. Miltiades not only discussed the Persian invasion in the
People’s Convention, and what was to be done; he was also
nominated there as head general and immediately left to set up
the defense line at Marathon.
This hard-wired link between opinion and responsibility was
one of the great and unique imprints of democracy.

The heavy stamp of Plato
The bizarre innovation of democracy was behind the dramatic
transformation and the profound creativity that transcended
and shook the Hellenic world as far back as the Eighth Century
and culminated in the Fifth and Fourth Centuries BC, a period
known as the Golden Age. It was then that mathematics, philosophy, architecture, theater, and poetry were either outright
invented or on their way to a remarkable peak.
In this period, it was Plato who dominated the scene of philosophy. Plato was the father of his weird world of ideal Forms
and can be credited as being the father of idealism. Unsurprisingly, Plato was an enemy of democracy and, ironically enough,
he was also the father of representation. It was he who introduced the grand illusion as Castoriadis calls it24: that governance
is something like a scientiﬁc discipline.
He never trusted the democratic institutions, he was clearly
in favor of the wise leader, the philosopher king as he called
him, and displayed utter distrust for the people and their ver24 Cornelius Castoriadis, “Ce qui fait la Grèce”. Greek edition, Kritiki editions,
volume 1, page 451.
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dicts. Plato had a unique impact on the evolution of thought. To
the extent that Whitehead25 called all philosophy, downstream
from Plato, simple footnotes to the works of this great thinker.
Plato may be considered as the implicit founder of all the numerous -isms of modern thought, philosophy and politics. All
these build on the core platonic concept, the Form, elaborated
primarily in his seminal work “The Republic”. The Form is a perfect idea, deﬁned by God and existing somewhere in the outer
world. In consequence, all that we experience in this world are
very bad images and approximations of this divine idea and the
only thing that gives purpose to life is to strive to reach the original version of it.
What a Form is exactly, what its limitations are and whether
it applies only to abstract or also more concrete objects, has
been and still is a matter of intense scholarly debate. There are
many unclear and dubious things about Plato’s perception of
them. For sure there is some element of perfection in Forms,
some perfection that requires both extraordinary intellectual
as well as moral resources to reach. Yes, as an important Plato scholar, Julia Annas26, says, Plato in his many dialogues and
works never displayed any contempt for relativists, who may
have questioned the absoluteness of his Forms. Instead, he was
far more concerned with indiﬀerence, with moral passivity and
intellectual lethargy. As Annas puts it, the Forms should rather
be conceived as the beginning of an intellectual quest to search
for the truth than any endpoint.
Plato, with some notable exceptions as we will see below,
was strongly anti-empiricist and did not emphasize any need for
25 Philip Stokes, “Philosophy 100 Essential Thinkers”. Arcturus Publishing, Kindle Edition, Kindle Locations 376-377.
26 Julia Annas, “An Introduction to Plato’s Republic”. Oxford University Press,
page 240.
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validation, for proof in real life (this would, in fact, be the vast
and unique contribution of Aristotle). In the absence of proof
and validation, however, the concept of the Forms can easily
nurture collectivism and totalitarianism. For if there is something out there, something uniquely pure and perfect, then
what could ever prevent you from, at any cost, reaching out to
it? And why should you pay any attention to the “real life” illusionary shadows, whatever these may be?
This idea runs throughout history and has been the solid
substrate of national, religious and ideological collectivism and
totalitarianism. Of course, had Plato not existed at all, I doubt
much would have been diﬀerent. The “big idea” has been appealing to the masses while it has also well served the interests
of the ruling elites. Plato may have not opened the door to it,
but he did little to caution against it, to provide means for keeping it safely closed. His Forms and the heavy stamp they impressed on human thought provided a unique ideological foundation for all those who would set out to discover their own big
idea. Their practices in the real world would be of little interest
or signiﬁcance and would remain shadowed by the deep inner
belief that they were approaching perfection. The holy inquisitor, fully conﬁdent that he was reaching his own heavenly perfection, may have experienced a most great inner happiness,
and may have burst into the most sincere tears, when the devil
was screaming and burning into the stake that he had set up.
Even if Christ came back and faced him in deep inner sadness,
he would have understood nothing. So great was his passion.
Dostoyevsky, in what I see as one of the most brilliant literary
pages ever27, presents us with such a sublime monologue of the
Grand Inquisitor of Seville, who, deaf and blind and indiﬀerent
27 Fyodor Dostoyevsky “The Brothers Karamazov, The Grand Inquisitor”.
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to the ethics of this world, preaches to a silent and returned
Christ about the impossibility of freedom.
Such was the version of the inquisitor’s Form of the perfect
Christianity. And it remained uncontested for a lengthy period
until somebody else came along with a new and radically diﬀerent version of the same Form.
It makes one wonder when one sees how many utterly different people were trying to reach the perfection of the same
idea. The early Christian, our inquisitor above, the modern tolerant Christian were all after the same Form. The same applied
across all -isms. Largely diﬀerent people having, in terms of real
life, nothing in common except their irrational passion, swore
to reach out to the same perfect idea, regardless of their utterly
diﬀerent and contradictory practices. Take, for example, in the
case of communism, Stalin and Khrushchev, or Mao and Deng
Xiao Ping. Not to mention the many soft European variants of
the same Form (communism).
This strong and utterly irrational idea that one should, at any
cost, aim at some perfect Form has been the driver of the worst
crimes in humanity. Some similar great idea and the struggle for
its perfection have impassioned Hitler, Stalin, Mao, the contemporary Islamic terrorists and many other criminals across time.
Though this Form-hunting may have pre-existed Plato, one can
only notice how remarkably well this lunacy blends with the
platonic thinking. That said, one cannot of course hold Plato responsible for the many versions of totalitarianism that followed
him. In the same way that another superb personality, and a
strongly individualistic one, Christ, cannot be held responsible
for the wild collectivist aggression and violence that followed
in his name.
One will ﬁnd in Plato the seeds of a most extreme authoritar-
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ianism. The collective takes full precedence, individuals receive
hardly any pleasure at all, outside their clearly deﬁned servitude
to the collective. The concept of individual rights seems to be
unknown. There are, however, also many superb passages.
And there are a lot of misconceptions and unfair accusations
of him, as well. I can easily pick out passages of an extraordinary beauty, where women are praised and considered equal
to men28, or where despite the great importance and status
placed upon the guardians of the ideal platonic state, social mobility is also highlighted as possible and welcome29. An incompetent guardian can be reduced to a worker and vice versa: a high
performing worker can be promoted to a guardian.
Most of all I would positively highlight Plato’s superbly reﬁned concept of justice30. Justice in Plato is primarily a matter
of the agent, not of the act. Knowledge and continuous training is required and it is only through them that one can reach
justice, which comes with a unique inner fulﬁllment and happiness. Also, in talking about justice, Plato accepts something
that, unfortunately, he very seldom does in other instances: the
empirical evidence, the intuition of society, as regards what is
good and bad31. Unlike the Stoics, who disregarded how justice would eventually seem like, Plato accepts the need to take
strong account of what society conceives as just.
I see the way Plato perceives justice as an unintentional, perhaps, but great moment in the history of individualism. By placing his focus on the power of the individual to reach a just behavior, all need for external authorities (God, king, priest, etc.)
to deﬁne the “common good” is made redundant. Of course,
28 Plato, “The Republic”, 540C.
29 Ibid., 415 B-C and 423 C-D.
30 Ibid., 443 C-D.
31 Ibid., 442 D-E.
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although he takes account of what society perceives as just, he
does not go as far as to assign the very task of the deﬁnition of
the content of justice and the common good to society itself;
he would then have been a true democrat. However, he also
appoints no wise third party to deﬁne the common good. He is
only concerned with its practical manifestation: as a deep inner
happiness. And, in this instance, he shuts the door in the face of
collectivism and the many apostles of the common good.
Oh that common good again! How greatly it has thrilled
the minds and the hearts of various utilitarian volunteers! How
greatly it has whetted their weaponry! And with good reason
indeed! As Albert Camus succinctly put it:
The welfare of the people in particular has always been the alibi
of tyrants, and it provides the further advantage of giving the servants of tyranny a good conscience.
Utilitarianism has been extremely inventive in manufacturing deﬁnitions of the “common good” and enforcing them on
the individual. These may require that Jews be eliminated, or
that some nation be conquered by some other, or that some
class or religion goes extinct. Modern day utilitarians are perhaps less aggressive, but all the same ridiculous. To realize how
hypocritical this theory is, ask the modern utilitarian: why does
he not donate all his property to the third world? Will this not
contribute to the maximum common beneﬁt, the pursuit of
which is what he claims to be driven by? His useless luxuries
would then be transformed into vital life for the third world.
How many utilitarians and modern day socialists have done
this? Possibly, none. Plato in his theory of justice, which is central in “The Republic”, may not highlight the demos (people),
but at least he stays indiﬀerent in front of this grand hypocrisy.
No one is allowed or is considered adept enough to deﬁne and
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enforce justice or the common good. It is only to be reached
through persistent personal eﬀort. It is experienced as inner
happiness. A romantic and perhaps a vague idea, but in no way
a totalitarian one.
Plato was a great revolutionary; he acknowledged the vital
importance of mathematics but considered them imperfect
because of their many underlying axioms. Only one line can
be drawn through two points? Is it truly so, or is it just that our
empirical evidence is misleading us? This is Plato’s answer and
he seems forward thinking in asserting that philosophy should
never axiomatically accept any given hypothesis, should challenge everything.
Then suddenly, Plato turns into an adamant conservative.
His Forms represent the ultimate truth and everything should
aim at them. Empirical evidence has been systematically downplayed as a means to reconsider, validate and adapt the Forms.
Illusionary and pre-existing (so-called a priori) knowledge
dominates his thought and empirical evidence very rarely feeds
into it. This I see as the weakest and most potentially dangerous
aspect of platonic thought. One that is easily discernible in all
the collectivist aggression that followed his times. A priori, solid
knowledge, a synonym for faith, was the great excuse for its
innumerable crimes.
Of course downplaying empirical evidence and showing
contempt towards collective decision making, as Plato did, cannot be compatible with democracy. Had such views fully prevailed and overshadowed all other thinking, there would have
simply been no democracy. Democracy existed because of a
great rank of other theorists. Even more accurately, it was democracy, more than anything else, that produced these thinkers and allowed them to exist. They paid no attention to ideal
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Forms in unknown ideal worlds but were after more earthly issues: the explanation of the world that surrounded them (the
pre-Socratic philosophers), and the consideration of suggested
codes of practice for a meaningful and/or joyful life, here and
now (the Skeptics, the Epicureans, and later the Stoics). The
ideas of most of these non-platonic thinkers never acquired the
spread of Plato. But by putting at the forefront life, rationalism,
joy, practical ethics and humanism they were the living and implicit manifestation of the superiority of democracy.
Luckily Aristotle himself, although Plato’s student, took a
more down to earth approach; he deﬁned logic, he engaged
in many scientiﬁc pursuits, he discussed ethics. All, again, set in
this world and not in the distant and perfect platonic realm. One
of the greatest moments of Aristotle was when he challenged
his own mentor, Plato himself, and his Forms. In “Nicomachean
Ethics”32 he boldly suggests that he is faced with a strong dilemma: to stick to the teachings of a dear friend (Plato) or to
support the truth. Then he presents a number of examples that
convinced him of the many problems of Plato’s theory of Forms
and that forced him to reject it. And he ended up with a most
spectacular assertion. Responding now to his initial dilemma,
he clearly says that he stands for truth33.
Such was the freedom of this great spirit in pursuing truth.
Freedom even from the great inﬂuence that his tutor and mentor exerted upon him, upon his era and upon, as I believe, the
whole of human history.
The platonic thought was temporarily overshadowed,
32 Aristotle, “Nicomachean Ethics”, A6.
33 At this point I would disagree on how Julia Annas outlines this great passage. She talks about Aristotle ridiculing Plato (ibid. page 230). There is nothing
uttered by Aristotle here that can, in any way, amount to ridicule. Perhaps my
knowledge of Greek allows me to better understand how these words were
spoken here.
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though far from eclipsed, by the Stoics in the Roman years. It
did however resurge as Christianity established, early in time,
a most tight and natural link with Plato’s world. Truly, the basic
concepts were exactly the same, only the actors were diﬀerent.
According to Christianity, man was created in God’s image. This
view of course is traced back to the Old Testament, long before
Plato. Plato did, however, re-iterate it and expand it to all aspects of life, not only the dipole of God and Man. Not surprisingly many Christians, amazed by the similarity of the platonic
Forms to the Christian doctrine, considered Plato an early apostle of Christ and they had a good reason for doing so. Thomas
Aquinas was perhaps the best known among them.
In the East, Christianity was far less tolerant of anything even
slightly outside Christianity. Thus, the great Hellenistic Neoplatonist philosopher, astronomer, mathematician, and inventor
Hypatia was dismembered and put to death by the Christian
mob and given to the dogs in Alexandria (415 AD). And Ioannis
Chrysostomos openly despised Plato, considering his workings
with numbers less valuable than the web of a spider34. Plato in
his Laws had reiterated, once again, the unique signiﬁcance of
numbers35. Truly, there was always ample space for fanatics
who, perhaps because of their poor intelligence and unsophisticated thought, would fail to see the strong link between Plato
and Christianity, as Thomas Aquinas and many others did.
But also later, even if no direct claim was made to Plato by the
34 Ioannis Chrysostomos, “Speech No. 4 on The First Epistle of Paul to the
Corinthians”. Migne Patrologia, volume 61, page 34: “all that Plato did as regards angles and lines and numbers, odd and even, are more worthless than
the workings of a spider. And it was in this useless way that he led and ended
his life”.
35 Plato, “Laws”, 747b: “there exists hardly anything more pedagogical than
the occupation with numbers; for it is them that wake up the ignorant and help
him learn and expand his capacity to understand and explain things”.
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many follow up -isms and the many new and ideal Forms these
always proposed in the background, the patronizing shadow of
the great thinker was easy to discern. In the wake of democracy, religious ideas, now called faith, would never be comfortable with logic. They would rather demonize it, outlaw it, burn
it at the stake. And even in modern times, totalitarian theories
herding behind various -isms- and aggressive collectives would
develop again, based on that same strong and faithful inner belief in some invincible and infallible and, of course, perfect idea.
These collectives would demand anew trust and faith and obedience while showing no sincere interest in proving the validity
of any of their main tenets in real life. The clash between the
many abstract and typically aggressive “ideas-faiths” nurtured
by diverse collectives and the down to earth “logic” has yet to
cease. Great progress however must be acknowledged, with
landmarks the domestication of Christianity and the global collapse of the fascist and communist totalitarianism.
For all this, I personally consider the view of Whitehead on
the unique inﬂuence of Plato on human thought quite justiﬁed.

The decay of democracy and the birth of representation
Why did democracy thrive in Athens and other Greek cities but
not in other developed nations of the time, such as Egypt, Persia, etc.? Castoriadis claims that the Greek city-state was the
driving force behind democracy. This was a great moment in
history, its exact origin diﬃcult to trace and impossible to credit
to some speciﬁc individuals; it may have been a rare moment of
“autonomy” as Castoriadis put it, when people and not leaders,
were at the helm and made history.
I would like to take this idea one step further; if the city
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state is the oxygen of democracy then one is perhaps justiﬁed
in considering that the “small scale” was what truly allowed
democracy to exist. We may be unable to decipher the exact
process through which city states emerged; there is, though,
enough empirical evidence to suggest that the city state and its
inherent small scale was what gave birth to democracy. And reversely, outside the “small scale”, democracy would stand little
chance as a viable option for organizing society.
This resounds well with our common sense as well; what
would be the equivalent of the Athenian People’s Convention
in a city of many hundreds of thousands of people, typical for
the other large nations of the time? Even for practical reasons,
how could this large mass ever convene, decide, even be heard?
This is why there is nothing like democracy to be found in
the other great nations of the time. This is why when Greece
started growing in size, during the Alexander era, democracy
would not be the rule of the day; it was already in decay and
Alexander did little to resurrect it. A solid one-man rule became
the norm again. Of course the beloved pupil of Aristotle, the
warrior who read the “Iliad” before sleeping, would always live
in the wake of the strong inﬂuence of the mighty civilization
that preceded him; he always remained deeply respectful to
it36. Indeed, he sought to unite Greeks and this, among many
other historic achievements, he truly did. It is only that in uniting
and enlarging Greece there was no longer a place for either the
city state, or for democracy.
The Romans, who followed later, were motivated by their
admiration for Greece37 when they established some demo36 After the victorious battle at the Granikos river, Alexander donated, in respect, 300 shields to the city of Athens.
37 Cicero was a typical example of the attitude of the Roman high class towards
Greeks; he had mixed feelings ranging from a great admiration for the cultural
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cratic institutions; however, most of them were short lived and
weak. Rome was mighty and large. Not really the land for democracy to ﬂourish.
***
After the decay of Rome, which always bore and worshiped at
least some memory of democracy, kings surrounded by aristocracy dominated the European scene for many centuries. Even
in the Eastern parts of the Roman Empire that emerged as the
Byzantine world, democracy was never again rediscovered.
Emperor Julian was famous for his love for ancient Greece as
well as for being a ﬁerce opponent of emerging Christianity,
which he totally despised: considering it impossible to compare
the naive thinking of the Christian apostles with the grandeur
of the Ancient Greek philosophers. His attempt to resurrect the
Ancient Greek institutions and to restrict or even outlaw Christians was nevertheless a complete failure. The time of Christianity had come and Julian, despite all his fervor, would not be able
to challenge it. He died bravely in the front line battling against
the Persians, possibly by a Christian arrow. His romantic dream
passed away with him.
With the death of Julian Christianity established itself in full
in the east. Its followers gradually erased all remnants of the
ancient world. Temples were turned into shambles. The platonic academy in Athens was shut down (Emperor Justinian, 529
AD). Many ancient manuscripts were scraped and replaced by
prayers and other Christian petty works.
Such was the hatred of the early Christians for the ancient
achievements of Classical Greece together with feelings of superiority towards
his Greek contemporaries who were, after all, Rome’s provincial subjects.
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world. Their religion ﬁrst used its language to spread its message. Without the dominant Greek language of the times, Christianity would have never emerged beyond anything more than
a Judaic heresy. It then used its accumulated power to wipe out
as much as possible from the ancient world, democracy being
no exception.
In the meanwhile, the West slipped into the Middle Ages,
overrun now and then by barbarians. It would take many centuries before it would awaken again.

Democracy and individualism
Democracy fostered the ideal of a “citizen”. A citizen was a
complex construct, especially as it had to balance between the
realm of the individual and that of the collective, the polis.
The citizen had to be free; freedom was a highly appreciated
value so it was at the core of the deﬁnition of the citizen. As we
saw, freedom could not be unlimited. The idea that freedom
could be unlimited was laughable. The ideal of “self-restraint”,
practiced mainly through laws enacted by the people themselves, was an important complement to freedom. A natural
one indeed, as one can hardly ﬁnd any mainstream criticism of
it. Also, a highly valued and important one: it underpins theatrical masterpieces of the time, to the extent that Castoriadis
considers that drama itself was born as a concept out of the
grand eﬀort to reach self-restraint, out of the many conﬂicts
that were experienced on the way to achieve it.
The citizen was however an active member of the polis. By
itself this introduced some good degree of self-restraint. There
was hardly any greater oﬀense than being considered a bad citizen, someone indiﬀerent to the developments within his own
polis or indiﬀerent to taking part in its aﬀairs.
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No matter how undemocratic Plato may have felt, in his
great works, especially his Socratic dialogues, he touches
upon and seeks to decipher the essence of virtue, especially
with regard to the placement of the individual within the collective. Critics of Plato from the democratic point of view may
denounce his potentially autocratic ideas in the “Republic”:
the segmentation and restriction of individuals within the collective they naturally belong to (these being the philosophers,
the guardians and the workers) and generally in his contempt
for the imperfection that surrounds us compared to the great
idea somewhere beyond this world. But, even the more ﬁerce
among these critics will acknowledge the splendor of his elaborations in trying to highlight a range of human virtues that give
meaning and purpose to life. Although originating from an enemy, these masterpieces are still highly relevant to democracy,
as they provide a most subtle insight into the qualities of the
individual when part of a collective, which is exactly the concept of a citizen.
Christianity as well as other monotheistic religions allowed
no true space for citizens; people should only be servants
of their God, nothing beyond that. That was the only worthy
benchmark. All the rest was purposeless. Religion allowed no
space for individual freedom, outside that which is necessary
to reach God. The subtlety of the elaborations of Plato and Aristotle on these matters was then largely irrelevant. Plato was
praised for the big, ideal Form that he had introduced, which
was thought to be a gateway to God himself. He was not similarly famous for his Socratic dialogues and his most reﬁned and
multifold eﬀorts to deﬁne virtue; in the coarse mind of the religious theorists these things were quite redundant; God had
already done this, in his own perfect and unquestionable way.
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However, it was not the rise of Christianity that ﬁrst challenged this major philosophical eﬀort to deﬁne the wonderful
frontier between the individual and his membership in the collective. The polis and democracy were defunct well before the
rise of Christianity. Someone else came in to ﬁll in this gap.
This other person was Epicurus.
Epicurus can perhaps be considered as one of the fathers
of pure individualism. On the shambles of the polis he drifted
away and essentially challenged the idea of the now purposeless citizen; he proposed instead the experience of the individual. Although he acknowledged the importance of the law he
preferred to keep some safe distance from the polis, in search
of individual values that he would never experience within the
polis.
His focus was on individual happiness, friendship, and overcoming the fear of death, while remaining humble and unnoticed (λαθε βιώσας). The other major innovation introduced
by Epicurus was the focus on the experience and not on the
theory. Epicurus paid no true attention to collectives; they assumed no important role in his philosophy and life, positive or
negative.
Communities inspired by Epicurus spread like wildﬁre in the
coming centuries before entering into decay as a result of the
rise of Christianity. In the coming centuries the role of the individual would be completely downplayed and Epicurus would
be forgotten. He would share the fate of the ancient world,
that of contempt and destruction. In fact, any hint of or claim
on individualism could be easily considered as a challenge to
the social order, to God’s will and the nation’s interests and
would certainly put the person’s life at risk. It would take a long
time to un-demonize individualism and to bring Epicurus, as one
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of its most important founders, once again into the light and
restore him to his righteous pedestal.
Today, we do not know exactly where the true garden of
Epicurus was in Athens. His spiritual garden however and all its
semantics are now well known and widely appreciated over the
world by the likes of I. Yalom, for its relevance and contribution
to the development of psychotherapy.
In modern times individualism is a well-established way of
life. Of course, just as in the times of Epicurus it is still often
misunderstood if not outright slandered. Especially by collectivist minded people. Naively it is confused with selﬁshness; it is
however far from being anything close to it. Besides, it has also
had many prominent supporters that came to its support and
defense. I would single out Ayn Rand and her famous quote: a
slap on the face of collectivism:
And now I see the face of god, and I raise this god over the earth,
this god whom men have sought since men came into being, this
god who will grant them joy and peace and pride. This god, this
one word: “I.”
Epicurus would be happy in our days seeing the great restoration, spread and diversity of his ideas.
Democracy has in no way had the success of pure individualism. It is obscured by representation and sadly equated with it.
It has far fewer prominent apostles than those above. And it
has a lot of traditional and modern (these latter being mostly
misinformed) enemies.
Because democracy is not as easy as individualism. Because
democracy is about balance, balance between the individual
and the collective; that is the essence of democracy. And Aristotle, who taught balance, also cautioned as to how uniquely
diﬃcult it was to achieve.
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The spirit of democracy is truly lagging behind. Its necessary
condition, the balance between the individual and the collective, has yet to be restored to the past subtlety.
The solemn voice that asks, “Who wishes to speak next?”38
remains unanswered. Representation has usurped the job and
is holding it tight.

The modern critique raised against democracy
Throughout the centuries democracy has received criticism
from many sides. It has been numerous times in diverse places
banned, outlawed, suspended. The many and often brutal acts
against democracy, have then been whitewashed by questioning its ability to provide for governance. A critique most commonly raised by the ruling elites. Was their reproach genuine or
a way to maintain power and excuse their acts of oppression? I
suspect the second, but do not plan to go into the details of this
argument. Besides, this is hardly ever raised as an accusation in
the western world any more, where democracy is unanimously
praised. Instead, I prefer to look into whether what is praised is
really democracy: to elaborate on the current relationship between democracy and representation and also to discuss some
modern criticism arising against democracy, from a diﬀerent
angle as compared to the past centuries.
Libertarians and anarchists, especially in the US, very often
appear to be fervently against the idea and the practice of democracy. At the core, they seem to consider democracy as a
form of aggression of the majority against the minority, and
thus, as with any kind of aggression, it is vehemently rejected.
In the following pages, I will examine the critique raised by
38 The famous “Τις αγορεύειν βούλεται” was the typical invitation to citizens,
to proceed and present their ideas and proposals in front of the Athens people’s Convention, in Pnyka.
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four thinkers: anarchist Stefan Molyneux and the libertarians
Karsten, Beckman and Hans-Hermann Hoppe. They are quite
typical of the modern anti-democracy mindset one will encounter in the libertarian literature and discussions. I will look into
their arguments and try to carefully scrutinize them. At the end
I will discuss the purported “aggressive” aspect of democracy:
the accusation that it limits the self-determination and therefore the liberty of the minority and brutally subjects it to the will
of the majority.
***
In his book “Everyday Anarchy”, Stefan Molyneux discusses
what he calls a deception of democracy. There he states that
democracy is characterized by a profound contradiction. On
the one hand, he argues, democracy considers that people are
wise and that the democratic process and elections, in particular, are an expression of this wisdom. However, immediately
after the elections it seems that, all of a sudden, people cease
to be wise. Instead, they now require a state to avoid society
turning into a jungle.
Let me check the ﬁrst part of this argument: that about
people’s wisdom. Does such a thing really exist? Absolutely not!
What Molyneux calls the wisdom of citizens simply does not exist nor has it ever existed. Simply put, this is not part of the deﬁnition of democracy. Molyneux is trapped here in an arbitrary
hypothesis; no one has credited people exercising democracy
with any wisdom.
Indeed, what exists in real life is often the very contrary!
Most of us are aware of situations where the citizens have responded in a very irresponsible or irrational way, which they
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often very soon regretted. Greece adopted socialist policies
during the past 40 years, creating a huge, corrupt, wasteful and
completely useless state. This is a fact few would dare dispute.
Yet, the supposedly wise people recently voted for more socialism! Populism, ignorance and propaganda were behind this
result - not wisdom. The “wise people” soon set up queues at
banks, the unemployment further sky-rocketed and the economy continued its downfall. And the “wise people” were trying
to understand what exactly had happened.
For an even more appalling piece of evidence about the nonexistence of this people’s wisdom one can go back to the accession of Hitler to power in 1933.
History is full of foolish decisions of the people. This leads
us to the safe conclusion that there is nothing like an inherent
wisdom of people that in some magic way prevails and asserts
itself, by the majority vote, during elections. There never was
such a wisdom. And, of course, democracy is no tool to capture
and leverage such a non-existent wisdom.
Karsten is rather more meticulous in his attack on modern
democracy as he unfolds it in his book “Beyond Democracy”.
Strangely, I ﬁnd it hard to dispute most of the remarks made by
him in this book. Most of them are well justiﬁed and supported
by a great deal of empirical evidence. Let me review in short
Karsten’s arguments against democracy. Then I will consider
the paradox more closely; i.e., how can I possibly accept most if
not all of his arguments and at the same time reject his strong
opposition to democracy, which is where he claims that his observations and their analytical reasoning lead him.
Karsten numbers 13 myths, as he calls them, about democracy. He starts by contesting the notion that every vote counts,
considering this an illusion.
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It is truly so. It is extremely unlikely that there has ever been
a vote, cast by one individual, that has really had some tangible
impact - that has changed the course of some development or
even the election of some speciﬁc person. One can be certain
that whether the individual, in person, votes or not, the result
of the vote will be exactly the same. In elections, where millions
of people participate, any idea that your vote can aﬀect, in the
slightest way, the result, is truly sheer illusion, and people attending the election with such a hope have a very poor understanding of mathematics and numbers in general.
The next argument of Karsten is that that you may vote for
a policy and then the person elected may have diﬀerent ideas,
or he may change his ideas and support the opposite policy.
Undeniably, this is also a very frequent situation in our modern
democracy. Unfortunately, a more and more frequent one.
Closely related to this is the rejection of the idea that “people
rule” in a democracy. Indeed, people do not rule in our modern
democracy. It is their delegates that do so and this comes with
all the risks discussed just above. Never can a delegate be a true
substitute of your will; it is far more likely that his course of action will be totally diﬀerent to what you have in mind than that
it will totally overlap; most of the times there will be some limited overlapping: 20, 30, 40%. Rarely anything beyond that. So
yes, it is true that people do not rule in our modern democracy.
Then Karsten discusses the issue of the majority and rejects
the idea that it is right in its decisions. Again, quite an obvious assertion. How else could it possibly be? The minority will
always insist that the majority is wrong. Not to mention that
the majority is a notion very local in time. It ceases to exist
soon after the election; a new election, a short time after the
last one, would most certainly reveal a new majority, slightly or
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signiﬁcantly diﬀerent to the previous one. This is what usually
happens. People tend to repent their vote more than any other
of their decisions. I would therefore not only happily reject the
argument that “the majority is right” but would even question
the very existence of this majority as something that has a ﬁrm
will which may be right or wrong. One could comment along
similar lines, on the next point of Karsten: about the neutrality
of democracy. Not only is there no such thing as a “neutrality”
guaranteed by democracy but one can, again, have a true difﬁculty in deﬁning what this neutrality could possibly be.
Next comes the issue of democracy and prosperity. Does
democracy really lead to prosperity? No, answers Karsten in
a resolute way. I would raise some objection here. Modern
democratic states do tend to have higher levels of prosperity.
Of course this is no law of nature. Of course there are non-democratic regimes that generate prosperity. Compare India with
China. We would certainly call India a more “democratic” nation than China. China is not even interested in calling itself a
democracy. However, undemocratic China experiences more
growth than India. Having been to both countries I would also
dare say that I have not encountered misery in China while it
has been impossible to stay clear of it in India.
Therefore, although there are loud exceptions, such as the
one above, it is unfair and logically impermissible to dissociate
the high standards enjoyed by the West from the nature of its
dominant political institutions. Nor can one ignore the fact that
democracy is migrating and generating prosperity to previously
authoritarian and aggressive countries (Japan, etc.).
The next argument is about distribution to the poor. Is there
any inherent advantage of democracy with regard to this?
Karsten, consistent with his libertarian, anti-welfare-state ide-
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als, highlights the huge amount of waste that is associated with
this redistribution idea. Only a small part of the initial amount
reaches its envisaged target: the poor for instance. All the rest
is lost in between, in transactional costs, in all sorts of lobbyists,
in corruption, in all the many types of the in-between “muda”.
I have some more fundamental objections at this point. I
think that before considering the means of redistribution, before assessing the eﬃciency of the redistribution capacity of
democracy or whatever else, one needs to ask a more fundamental question: do we need such a redistribution at all, at a
society level? What would this represent? Karsten suggests that
markets can provide for this redistribution and outperform any
other system engineered in a diﬀerent way (the state, etc.). I
will postpone this question for a bit later. I see redistribution as
a fundamental issue. In my view, redistribution is not mandated
because of some general feeling for justice. It is rather linked
to how value is generated. Only after the generation of value
is agreed upon can its possible redistribution be discussed and
the most competent instrument to delegate it - market, state or
other - be identiﬁed.
There are more arguments against democracy. But I would
rather stop addressing them one by one, as they are all, the
above included, underpinned by the same misunderstanding.
This is why, although I would agree (with objections such as
those raised above, some of which are important and deserve
more elaboration) with almost all of them, I would reject the
main anti-democracy conclusion of the authors.
In fact, it might already be apparent to the reader why one
can accept more or less all the observations made and still reject the major conclusion. It is because what Karsten refers to
and rejects is representation. It is not democracy.
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But is it then just a matter of terminology? If democracy is
defunct, if the vast size of the modern world killed it and rendered it impossible, if we are left only with the option of the
republic, its sour and representative version, what sense does it
make to defend democracy? Is all this about defending a glorious idea that thrived in the era of small scale and perished as
sizes grew bigger? Would I then be happy if Karsten spared my
beloved democracy and re-labeled his book as “Beyond Representation”?
The answer is no. “Beyond Representation” would be a
wonderful title that I would happily subscribe to. My real statement, however, would not be just that.
My true statement in the next chapters will be that beyond
representation, there is democracy to be found once again.
Genuine and vibrant democracy. And also that democracy together with markets and technology/expertise are the three
components necessary for freedom, development, prosperity
and justice. Nothing else is needed.

The irrational voter and the Economist
Indeed, I see no evidence of any voter wisdom leading to rational choices; wise choices are not the key service of democracy.
Yes, the voter can very often be irrational, opting for disastrous
policies.
What Caplan39 does is that he provides an explanation of this
irrationality. Now, for an explanation to be appealing it must
be essentially backed by some rational thinking. There must
be some good reason leading to it. Indeed, Caplan, on the one
hand, wishes to stay in line with the neoclassical idea of a ra39 Bryan Caplan, “The Myth of the Rational Voter”, Princeton University Press,
2007.
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tional human agent. On the other hand, he gives evidence of
voters’ poor decisions. He takes out other possible candidates
for this poor performance. No, he says, it is not about sheer ignorance. If this were the case, then simple aggregation and the
statistical law of big numbers would have cancelled out the various manifestations of ignorance and would have left enough
space for the few informed citizens to control the election outcome and rationalise the resulting policies. This is not, however,
the case. So it must be that other forces, beyond sheer ignorance, are at play. Forces that have some systematic bias, which
cancel out the beneﬁts of aggregated ignorance and typically
lead to disastrous policies.
How can the concept of the rational agent ever be consistent with irrational outcomes? This is what Caplan sets out to
answer. He convincingly explains that, strange as it may seem,
what is true and genuine irrationality at the societal level does
not necessarily cancel out the rational motives of its individual
agent. He argues that as there is no price for the citizen to pay
for his irrationality, he is free to consume it en masse. This is just
basic economic theory: the law of demand. It is also completely
true; for what is the realistic impact or cost of a vote among
many millions if not almost exactly zero? How much can it potentially beneﬁt or harm its perpetrator? Not at all.
The argument for this massive irrationality is sound. Irrationality is indeed extra cheap and can be consumed in large quantities, if so wished. However, this does not suﬃce to explain
the systematic voter’s irrational choices, leading to, as Caplan
repeatedly calls them, foolish decisions. In other words, what
causes the voter to consume such massive heaps of admittedly
cheap irrationality? Why not stay indiﬀerent in front of them?
What drives her to this display of typically disastrous “foolish-
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ness”?
Caplan argues that several self-fulﬁlling drivers can lead to
this. A sense of identity, a sense of justice, of duty, of equity and
many other big ideals may drive his vote. All this is precious to
our agent, so voting can often be a good opportunity to reap
the satisfaction of a practical and self-fulﬁlling endorsement of
these values; even more so when it comes at such a low, practically zero, cost. This is what makes her choice an essentially
rational choice. For it is only plausible to suggest that all these
unselﬁsh yearnings of the human soul and spirit, and the fulﬁlment they result in, amount to a genuine rational purpose.
I could hardly agree more with this point. Besides, what I will
describe later as a model for democracy in the 21st century addresses at its core this central problem of rational irrationality.
As it will turn out in the following pages, my own prescription
at its very core will be a drastic reduction of the scope of exercising democracy along with a redeﬁnition of the focus of its
exercise. If the scope is to be drastically reduced, consequently,
the price for irrationality will rise. It will rise signiﬁcantly. This will
signal the end of the era of rational irrationality, or, in my words,
the era of sheer representation, which we are currently living
through.
At this point I’d like to refer to a highly relevant approach,
albeit one from quite a diﬀerent angle. This is the signiﬁcant
contribution of Daniel Kahneman’s Nobel prize winning work40
on the two distinct ways that humans think: the slow and rational way and the fast and emotional way. All this enthusiasm to
consume irrationality can be seen as a manifestation of fast and
emotional thinking. Caplan complements with economics what
Kahneman excellently lays out in psychological terms.
40 Daniel Kahneman, “Thinking, Fast and Slow”, Nobel Memorial Prize, 2011.
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What surprised me the most in Caplan’s method is a missing “what to do?” chapter, something to which arguments are
expected to naturally culminate. I believe he must have felt this
vacuum and this inconsistency himself; it is terribly obvious. The
ideas he lays out towards the end of his book, about negotiating the border between democracy and markets, as well as
a lecture on personal responsibility and the required multifold
eﬀort to convince the masses and move them out of their biases and fallacies, do not amount to a convincing “what is to
be done”. I do agree with all his proposals, which even include
setting educational conditions for people to vote. I just do not
think that all this medication can ever match the seriousness of
the illness detected; not only does it not oﬀer a vision but, to
my view, it also undermines the very importance of the issues
raised. It is as if you were to sentence a serial killer to some soft
counselling.
Indeed, Caplan’s frustration with voter irrationality and foolishness would have deserved some more elaborate and perhaps visionary suggestions on his side; unfortunately, these are
not there.
If this is a serious omission, I also think there is an important
(fundamental, I would call it) methodological error in his analysis.
Caplan continuously juxtaposes the irrational voter to the
wise Economist. He is himself close to the libertarian mindset,
although this may arguably include so many diﬀerent people
that, in the end, the term becomes void of meaning. Would Milton Friedman feel comfortable in the company of Mr. Hoppe
and vice versa? I very much doubt it. This said, I do think that
Caplan is much closer to Friedman than to Hoppe-like extremists. Which is something more we have in common.
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Now, if we have sincere diﬃculties deﬁning libertarians,
what can the clean Economist of Caplan amount to? This term
continuously pops up in his analysis to counterbalance and essentially cure the endless, inherent foolishness of the masses.
The laymen and the Economist: this is the typical way he puts
it. As if it were about two distinct universes operating under different laws.
What does this mean, however? Who is this Economist that
we need to heed closely, so that he may put us on the right
track in our policy making?
I argue that this Economist simply does not exist. There are
an array of vastly diverging economic views out there: genuine
views and not political manoeuvres just to control the vote. I
fail to see this pure Economist, the one free of all the biases and
fallacies that hamper the individual. It is even more strange insofar as Caplan himself revolts against the so-called market fundamentalism. He justly claims such a thing does not exist. In this
way, he implies that there are too many ideas out there about
how to run the common public space. He repeatedly refers to
Stigliitz and Krugman. But are these guys, of the socialist elite,
free of anti-market bias or even of pessimist bias? Absolutely
not. How many Chicago school aﬁcionados (such as Caplan and
perhaps also myself) would dare say so? Very, very few.
Unfortunately, there are as many diﬀerent views among
economists as there are in the ranks of laymen. This is a sheer
reality, one that is impossible to let go by unattended. So the
juxtaposition of the voters’ irrationality to the Economist’s rationality does not exist. There is no Economist; there are many
economists and they are constantly quarrelling.
At this point I would like to draw an analogy from the natural
sciences, one that I believe will take us to the heart of Caplan’s
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argument and the grave mistake behind it.
When people are boarding a plane they are pretty sure, unless some very unlikely accident happens, that they will reach
their destination and safely disembark from the plane. There is
just one law governing ﬂight, and it is so well and so universally
understood that it is delegated to an automatic pilot to implement with the assistance, perhaps, of some air space controllers.
This is the realm of the Engineer. That of absolute truth and
uncontested laws. And in this realm, just as there is no space for
multiple views on the side of the engineers, there is similarly no
space for passenger irrationality either.
Do I want to make the point that natural sciences are driven
by uncontested laws while social sciences and economics are
not? To some extent, yes. At least partially. Because natural sciences are not free from irrationality either. The very contrary.
An example of massive irrationality in the realm of natural
sciences is that of nuclear energy. Thirty years ago nuclear energy was indeed a risky business. Not any more. All the technical
problems related to safety and waste disposal have been one
hundred percent solved. A growing number of activists, policy
makers and scientists41 42 are acknowledging this. Japanese scientists at Toshiba have designed a new generation of mini reactors and they are inherently safe; nothing can possibly ever go
wrong; the machine will self correct. At the same moment, millions die every year from fossil-fuel connected atmospheric pollution; yet the world seems to have displayed a much greater
concern about Fukushima, where nobody at all died because of
41 Richard A. Muller, “Energy for Future Presidents: The Science Behind the
Headlines”, W. W. Norton & Company, 2013.
42 Michael Shellenberger, “Apocalypse Never: Why Environmental Alarmism
Hurts Us All”, HarperCollins, 2020.
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the nuclear accident and only a few perished from the tsunami
that followed suit. Or about Chernobyl, although an accident
involving wholly obsolete technology, in a wholly corrupt and
incompetent state stripped of any incentive, neither of which
exists today.
What kind of risk assessment is this, if not one mired in utter
irrationality? An irrationality spanning across not only the individual but also the Engineer. Contrary to the plane paradigm
where wide consensus is available, there is no pure engineering view in this case. There is no one Engineer here, much as
in the case of policy making there is no one Economist. There
are plenty thereof. And they share exactly the same patterns of
behaviour as the laymen. And they quarrel in exactly the same
way.
In the case of energy, I personally believe that we are faced
with the most costly irrational decision ever made. I wish things
could have been diﬀerent. Similarly, I sympathise with Caplan’s
agony as regards the policy making process; I also believe the
kind of mild and 21st-century-adapted laissez faire he has in
mind would be a more prudent choice. Numbers do support
this. But numbers also support the nuclear energy option. Even
more clearly. Why is it then that only the French seem to have
taken advantage of it?
I do not object to Caplan’s accusation of voter irrationality. I
object that this relates only to the voter and not to the Economist. At its core, I object to the idea of the Economist. Alas, he
does not exist!
The voter biases that Caplan identiﬁes – anti-market, anti-immigration, make-job and pessimist biases – are true, although,
again, not applicable only to the laymen. Similar irrationalities
can be traced along the ranks of economists. They apply equally
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forcefully in their lines.
It seems to me that beyond these four biases that Caplan
lays out, there is one more. I would call it a psychological bias
that pervades all human action in the natural as well as the social world. It also overshadows all other detected biases and fallacies. It is that people are inherently conservative and fearful
of change. This is why they will never opt en masse for laissez
faire, as they will never opt for nuclear energy. Fukushima was
vastly exaggerated as an accident and this resulted in a dramatic setback for the case for nuclear energy. Just as the 1929 crisis
was a perhaps equally unjust but certainly fatal blow for laissez
faire and opened the way to New Deal policies.
We, as laymen, engineers and economists alike, are fearful
of changes. Irrationally fearful perhaps, but who then can really
say? There is neither the Engineer or the Economist to issue a
safe verdict but a whole spectrum thereof. We must ﬁght for
our position. Yet, we must remain conscious of the true scope
of things and the true drivers of human behaviour and its irrationality. And irrationality is not usually related to the depth of
your scientiﬁc knowledge, and can happily live on any substrate
of it, no matter how thin or how rich. We need to trust scientiﬁc knowledge as our best bet. We also need to be aware of its
limitations and respect the fact that science is not a cure for the
uncertainty that surrounds us and the conservatism that ﬂows
out of it.
Democracy, which I will essentially deﬁne as a reduction of
the scope of decision making, will tag irrationality at a larger
price, and this may indeed, in time, reduce the demand for irrationality. However, this demand will never cease to exist. Inertia and fearfulness of change, the key bias of humans, is its
unbeatable backing force, and this will not be curbed by any
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pricing scheme.
It seems as if it is a predicament of our race, at this moment
in time and in any foreseeable future. As free people and science believers we do have a moral obligation to constantly
challenge it. But let this be done in dignity, bowing in front of
its superior superhuman forces and, in any case, staying clear
from any illusion that some Economist or some Engineer holds
a cure to it.
Milton Friedman, in an interview for Reason magazine in
February 1974, put these limitations of knowledge at a central
point of his own value system:
A belief in individual freedom derives fundamentally from a belief
in the limitations of our knowledge, from a belief in the idea that
nobody can be sure what he believes is really right.
How can our Economist ever ﬁt in such an insightful philosophical perspective?!
One last but important point. I hinted above that one needs
not only to narrow the scope of decision making but also to redeﬁne its purpose. These are key conditions for a democratic
revival. For democracy is not principally about economic policy
making. It is far more about preferences. Preferences that are
multifold and exist and make our world more beautiful. Preferences that we need to moderate and cannot delegate to any
scientiﬁc type of thinking. I have already mentioned and will
continue to refer to the issue of immigration: a stellar case of
diverse and diverging preferences. No, immigration is not only
about markets and globalisation; this is the easy stuﬀ. It is principally about identity, about feeling your natural habitat is under
threat, as it is also about providing opportunities to the people
of the third world. There is no scientiﬁc doctrine to tell us where
the line between these opposing forces should be drawn. Only
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democracy can resolve this issue: where people will decide for
a common approach, understand the price tag that comes with
it and bear its full cost.

Some weird monarchy nostalgia
Hoppe launches a far more fundamental attack on democracy.
“Democracy, the God that failed” is the title of one of his most
renowned books. In this work, the positions taken are not just
about some mere confusion between democracy and representation. Of course, this is once again the case, as Hoppe typically refers to democratic republicanism to describe what is the
current dominant political paradigm. However, this is not the
most striking aspect of his approach. What comes as a most unwelcome surprise is when he claims that this democratic republicanism was what produced communism and Nazism43!
…as far as government is concerned, democratic republicanism
produced communism, fascism, national socialism and, lastly and
most enduringly, social democracy.
Another unbelievable position relates to WWI. According to
Hoppe, WWI was not the result of the utter and criminal incompetence of the ruling monarchies in Europe, whose eventual
elimination, apparently, so much upsets Hoppe. Guess what?!
WWI was the result of the democratic pathos of W. Wilson, the
US president of the time44!
With the involvement of the U.S., the war took on a new dimension. Rather than being an old-fashioned territorial dispute, as
was the case before 1917, it turned into an ideological war... At
the time of World War I, this triumphant ideology of expansionist democratic-republicanism had found its very personiﬁcation in
43 Hans-Hermann Hoppe, “Democracy, The God that failed”. Transaction Publishers, page 42.
44 Hans-Hermann Hoppe, “Democracy, The God that failed”. Transaction Publishers, page 41.
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then U.S. President Woodrow Wilson. Under Wilson’s administration the European war became an ideological mission to make the
world safe for democracy and free of dynastic rule... As an increasingly ideologically motivated conﬂict, the war quickly degenerated into a total war. Everywhere, the entire national economy was
militarized and the time-honored distinction between combatants and non combatants and military and civilian life fell by the
wayside. For this reason, World War I resulted in many more civilian casualties - victims of starvation and disease - than of soldiers
killed on the battleﬁelds.
The brutality of democracy is epitomized in this sentence45:
In contrast (to monarchy), democratic wars tend to be total wars.
So, Mr. Wilson is to blame for the tragedy of the most ridiculous war in human history, his mission, in particular, to expand democracy outside the US. No matter that he only got
himself involved in April 1917, at a moment the fate of the Tsar
and therefore the course of the war itself were at serious risk.
The ﬁrst US troops landed in Europe in 1918, in a war that was
already running into its fourth year and would end in a few
months. According to Hoppe, WWI would have been an old
fashioned territorial dispute that sooner or later the wise monarchies would have contained and resolved, had not the US
and Mr. Wilson, in particular, intervened to turn it into a most
brutal war. This brutality is apparently an inherent feature of
democracy, which is, in addition, the only ideology capable of
waging total wars (the fact that in the same period large scale
weaponry was made available for the ﬁrst time in history was
an irrelevant coincidence).
Obviously, all this represents a radically diﬀerent point of
view that, as I believe, contradicts all common sense, empirical
evidence and all analyses carried out on the matter. In an ex45 Ibid., 36.
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haustive book on WWI, published in 2012, Christopher Clark46
seeks to trace the why and the how 0f the war. It comes as
no surprise that all major European protagonists in the events
have been collecting massive banks of evidence over the years,
to shift the responsibility to some other party. The literature
that has resulted is such that one would need a lifetime to go
through it, in a critical spirit and to some acceptable level of detail. Clark himself stays clear of any simplistic view that it was
just the Germans to blame, as goes the story of the winners. He
considers that the Russians also bear a great responsibility in
that they over-zealously and in full, as well as unfounded, conﬁdence started war preparations, pulling together and mobilizing a huge army of two million soldiers.
No matter how much Clark delves into the many intricacies
of the events that preceded the burst of WWI there is not the
slightest suspicion that it could have been the US that turned a
regional conﬂict into a total war.
***
No, I certainly do not believe that life in the 19th Century, in the
courts of the Romanovs and the Hapsburgs, was better than
life in the modern, post WWII period. I also do not think most
of the problems identiﬁed by Hoppe are close to the truth. I do
not see how47
(since 1918) compulsory military service has become almost universal, foreign and civil wars have increased in frequency and in
brutality, how public education has declined, negligence, recklessness, incivility, psychopathy, and hedonism have increased.
46 Christopher Clark, “The Sleepwalkers. How Europe went to War in 1914”.
Harper Perennial, 2014.
47 Hans- Hermann Hoppe, “Democracy, The God that failed”. Transaction Publishers, page 42.
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I have no nostalgia for the 19th Century and its monarchies.
I can ﬁnd, in our times, all the sophistication I need, in arts and
science and markets; of course when the population has, in
the meanwhile, sky-rocketed from one billion to seven billion
it is only natural that we should often have problems such as
those mentioned above. When poverty is gradually eliminated
it is only natural to have more psychological and fewer survival
problems. Yet, in my ladder of values these very facts, achievements of technology, markets and democratic republicanism,
to keep Hoppe’s term, represent a most unique progress. One
that I believe Mr. W. Wilson and his successors have contributed to far more compared to Mr. Romanov and his extinct peers.
My last comment on Hoppe is something that I will return
to later in more detail: something that applies across all major
anarcho-capitalist thinkers. They totally miss the concept of society and of collective value. It never shows up in their thought.
They believe that market driven, bipolar, buyer-seller contexts
are adequate to secure prosperity. Initially their approaches are
very robust, when centered around an economic agenda. However, they often try to use the same, a priori (as Hoppe loves
to call it) knowledge and truth to attempt the great leap, extending it outside economic aﬀairs. Alas, they then often end
up claiming absurdities.
In addition, Hoppe suﬀers from the typical collectivist way of
thinking. His a priori knowledge demands that private is always
far superior to public. This is why public and democratic Wilson
must be the bad guy and the European privately constituted
monarchies the good guys. This is also why private slaves in
the US South must have been better oﬀ than, so called, Soviet
public slaves. Can this ever comply with your common sense? I
doubt it. I believe even the victims of Stalinist terror would have
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found no consolation in this funny idea and would have smiled
sullenly at it.
This is not a priori knowledge; this is the typical collectivist trick. Deform reality to ﬁt your theory. Here is how bluntly
Hoppe puts it48:
Without markets for slaves and slave labor, matters are worse,
not better, for the slave, for without prices for slaves and their
labor, a slave owner can no longer rationally allocate his “human
capital.” Accordingly, permanent misallocation, waste, and “consumption” of human capital results... Under private slave ownership the health and life expectancy of slaves generally increased.
In the Soviet Empire healthcare standards steadily deteriorated
and life expectancy actually declined in recent decades.
As if all these “optimal allocation” decisions make the slightest diﬀerence when it comes to freedom!

The good things of representative governance
Before launching my critique on representation, I would like to
make clear that I do not see it as a notion that we should completely scrap, though we have, indeed, many reasons to do so.
We will see them in the following pages. But let us ﬁrst give it
the credit it deserves. After all, it is improbable that something
we have been living with for such a long time, and living rather
well, is something totally useless. Can things really be so black
and white?
Hardly ever. Yes, representation deserves this credit. Let us
review it.
First, there is the ability to repent, to revoke any wise or unwise resolution. Being used to such a tradition we somehow
consider this a self-evident norm. Because of this, to many, such
a possibility may seem trivial and insigniﬁcant or even repulsive.
48 Hans- Hermann Hoppe, “Democracy, The God that failed”. Transaction Publishers, page 25.
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But just imagine for a moment living in North Korea, or Saudi
Arabia. Of course, these may be extreme cases of brutal states.
The ability however to “revoke” is simply not there for the vast
majority of people of our world today. Most of the world does
not even understand what all this is about. However, for us in
the West, this service is indeed guaranteed by representation.
Secondly, there is usually an element of dialogue that accompanies the whole political process. And though dialogue
will not necessarily make you wiser, it does allow you to listen
to other opinions, to think, to change yourself. None of this is
obvious, none of this has ever really and practically existed anywhere outside our system of representation.
Thirdly, libertarians need to deﬁne the conditions of their
cherished non-aggression principle (NAP49). Representative democracy is a means to achieve this. Let us ask for a moment,
“Would we authorize an attack on a police station just because
it is an instrument of the ugly state?” Of course we would not!
Neither would most sane libertarians. If, however, this police
station was part of an oppressive and authoritarian state (e.g.
Venezuela) we would likely consider the attack morally correct and support it. Of course there are still severe violations
and restrictions of freedom under representation. What I say is
that, under the typical representative system, I do not consider
it permissible, nor NAP-compatible, to answer these violations
and restrictions with force.
In my view, an oppressive state represents an aggression;
a republic does not. In this former case, as in every case where
you are on the defensive, the NAP simply does not hold any
more. We need to trace a clear line for the applicability of the
49 The concept of the NAP has been developed by libertarian thinkers and I ﬁnd
it to be an acceptable starting point for deﬁning property rights, for containing
aggression and deﬁning clear conditions under which it may be acceptable.
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NAP. Our republics oﬀer this clarity. I know no other alternative.

Conclusion
It is wrong to confuse democracy and representation. Democracy has a very speciﬁc content and a unique code of practice,
and people lived and prospered under it for many centuries in
the past. One may certainly claim that things have, during the
many centuries that have passed since democracy reached its
peak, dramatically changed; that now our societies are more
complex, more populous, more structured. And one may then
conclude that all this now requires some deviation from pure
democracy and a reliance on the instrument that was historically established soon after the demise of democracy: representation.
I will look into this claim in the next chapters. Regardless of
whether or to what extent it is justiﬁed or not, the fact remains:
democracy is not representation. Democracy has given birth to
many of the most ingenious practices that have reshaped human destiny. With such a contribution it is unfair and unjust to
blur its content with downstream and essentially diﬀerent constructs such as representation.
I do think that in our times representation is a bad thing, has
grown to an unnatural and useless size and is the mother of
many modern evils, such as populism. No big news. A century
ago, Max Weber50 revealed the true essence of representation.
With 300,000 to 400,000 such party men who have no qualiﬁcations to their credit other than the fact of having performed
good services for their party, this state of aﬀairs of course could
not exist without enormous evils. A corruption and wastefulness
second to none could be tolerated only by a country with as yet
50 Max Weber, “Essays in Sociology”. The International Library of Sociology,
Routledge, page 108.
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unlimited economic opportunities.
In my analysis I will adopt most of the points raised by the libertarian thought, although I am deeply disappointed that these
are misleadingly associated with democracy. And this frustration is only to a small extent related to the unpaid respect due
to democracy or to some semantic confusion that is thereby
introduced. Far more than this, I am disappointed because I believe that the true way to overcome these evils of representation is democracy alone.
However, there is one more major issue that keeps me at a
distance from the libertarian thought. The true essence of the
collective. In my view the collective carries unique services that
are not optimally moderated by market forces. I will propose
democracy as the system best suited to this task. Libertarians
rarely ever talk about the content of the collective. They are
somehow trapped in the idea that there is a continuous clash
between individual and collective interests and that their sole
role is to defend the former, implicitly suggesting that the latter
represents a perpetual threat to individual freedom and property, which practically manifests itself in redistribution policies.
This is an important point. I think that this claim is totally
wrong and there is no inherent clash between the individual
and the collective. There has been and still may often be a struggle, but for reasons other than some purported fundamental
and uncompromising gap between their interests. Not only do I
not subscribe to this idea but in addition and as I implied above,
I believe there are some distinct collective values which often
cannot be optimally moderated by markets. Therefore, other
instruments are required and, once again, I will suggest that
these need to be essentially democratic instruments.
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The following chapter will address the concept of the collective: its true and its fake components and attributes. Then, in
the third chapter, I will discuss what I call the collective values
and the market limitations in moderating them.
All this is essential material in order to draw the line with the
libertarian thought as well as to set the framework that will allow us to re-assume the discussion on representation and democracy.
Because my chief concern is not about the libertarian idea
of the wickedness of the collective. It is far more about the love
aﬀair of the populists with it.

ddd

2. The individual and the collective
Introduction
The “Iliad”, as a plot, is quite a trivial one: a nationalistic conﬂict between the Greeks and the Trojans. Scores of such have
occurred throughout history, even in those ancient days. Brave
men, on both sides, and one among them, Achilles, blessed
and gifted by the Gods and made by them invincible. At least,
almost so. It is he who manages to make the diﬀerence. And
then, when the cunning Greeks manage to ride in the walls of
Troy: arson, plunder, slaughter, enslavement and the like. A
war, an ugly war with no moral advantage whatsoever on the
side of the winners; one will most likely sympathize more with
the Trojans, who were on the defensive. Of course Homer did
not have in mind just to recite a war story; his ambition was
rather to decipher the human soul, all the many ﬁne threads of
human emotions as they manifested during the war and in a
myriad of contexts. These are what have raised the “Iliad” so
high, and placed it among the rare moments of artistic ingenuity and man’s cultural heritage.
As a story, the “Iliad” is about the collective, the nationalistic
collective, more precisely. It is in fact about the deadly clash between the Greek and the Trojan collectives. All action, throughout the poem, is to serve these two hostile collectives; humans
may now and then escape this spirit of servitude and nationalism, they may experience some more personal thoughts. They
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may momentarily, somehow, reclaim their individualism, take
some distance from the collective mandate. All this was however very short lived; it was only too soon washed away and
the commandment of the collective would re-assert itself once
again, more loudly, more violently.
The “Odyssey”, the great sequel poem of Homer, was not
about the collective. Here, it was about the individual, alone.
Ulysses is now driven by his strong yearning to return home
after so many years of war. He is faced by all sorts of dangers
which he has to put aside, to overcome. He is on constant alert,
and he has to exercise all his bodily skills and his intellect. No collective will ever come to his assistance. All the help and compassion he will receive from his comrades or people he will meet in
the foreign lands he passes by - all this he will have gained himself. It is not any handout from some collective. This has literally
vanished; it will not show up anywhere in his great adventure.
The “Odyssey” is about the ﬁght of the individual against
the strangest of the beasts that seek to thwart him, against
the loveliest of the voices that strive to lure him away from his
strong inner drive.
Homer’s two great poems were therefore centered around
extremely diﬀerent subjects; one was about the collective and
the other about the individual.
Time ahead would show how vehement the clash of these
two constructs - the collective and the individual - would be.
When besides the nation collective the similarly devastating religious and ideological ones would emerge. This, indeed, was
too early for Homer to know.
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Questioning the purpose of collectives
Margaret Thatcher denied the very existence of perhaps the
most obvious collective: society. Which leaves us then with the
question: what is it that we refer to as a society? Does it exist or
is it some kind of an illusion?
Thatcher was a politician, not any political analyst let alone
philosopher. One can speculate she might have simply been exaggerating; she might have just resorted to hyperbole, a quote
local in time. However, a long time before Thatcher and from
quite a diﬀerent standpoint, German individualist and anarchist
Max Stirner was far more systematic and adamant in his critique against society. Stirner sought to51 “abolish not only the
state but also society as an institution responsible for its members”. According to him52 “the individuals are the reality” and
society is nothing but an illusion. It is also interesting that his
deﬁnition of society is as wide as possible; it includes all collectives, by their very nature oppressive for the individual53.
These were fellowships (societies) like the guilds, the nobility, the
priesthood, the burgher class, cities, communes. Everywhere the
individual must regard himself ﬁrst as a member of this little society, and yield unconditional obedience to its spirit, the esprit de
corps, as his monarch.
It comes as no surprise that such a thinker, so vehemently
critical against any collective, was among the ﬁrst to see and
attack the inherent totalitarian nature of an already fast spreading Marxism54:
Communism rightly revolts against the pressure that I experience
from individual proprietors; but still more horrible is the might
that it puts in the hands of the collectivity…
51 Francis Morius, “Nihilism: Philosophy of Nothingness”. lulu.com, page 98.
52 Nickk Dropkic, “Manifesto of a 21st Century Anarchist”. lulu.com, page 13.
53 Max Stirner, “The Ego and its Own”. Cambridge University Press, page 94.
54 Ibid., page 228.
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A similar mindset runs through the contemporary libertarian thought. Libertarians may not use as clear an expression as
Stirner, may not be as clearly in favor of a society-less individual
as him; however, the topic of society very rarely surfaces in
their works. What dominates is a dipole between the state and
the individual. The market forces are the one and only eﬃcient
and non-oppressive mediator for the needs of individuals. The
state is the exact opposite: an ineﬃcient tool of oppressive redistribution. There might be some debate as to whether some
minimal state will always be required or not. This, however, relates to some far distant future and is a rather theoretical investigation, of little practical signiﬁcance. On the contrary, what I
ﬁnd much more striking is the absence of the notion of contemporary “society”.
But what about society? What exactly is it? Or more generally what is (and what is not) a collective? Let us start touching
upon this issue - by discussing a few key attributes commonly
attached to collectives.

Can a collective be held responsible?
Was it the German people that created Hitler, or vice versa?
Or was it perhaps some dialectic relationship between both of
them, whereby there was no one-way causality, but both parts
co-developed through an interactive process, involving strong
positive feedback action between them? For example, can one
assume that Hitler (or the Germans) was (were) the initiator(s)
of Nazism but then the Germans (Hitler) responded positively,
which only made Hitler (the Germans) more determined, and
which pushed the Germans (Hitler) even more into extremism
and so on, until this spiral took us all into the biggest and most
murderous sink of human history?
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Or is it, ﬁnally, that some external conditions (e.g. the treaty of Versailles) were responsible for all the build-up of WWII,
through a clearly deterministic path? In this way, even if Hitler
had not existed some other person of a similar caliber would
have emerged in his role while the Germans simply reacted,
along a similar and predictable line of thought, as any other
people would have done, had they experienced a similar frustration and humiliation to the one that followed Versailles.
In short, does the responsibility for WWII lie with the individual (Hitler), the collective (the Germans), some dynamic interaction between them, or with nobody at all, having been simply
the result of some inescapable determinism?
This is the question that Ι will discuss below.

The case of social determinism
One of the oldest and most inconclusive philosophical debates
is that between free will and determinism. It is also notable that
some thinkers have attempted a compromising middle way;
Bertrand Russell quotes55:
What determinism maintains is that our will to choose this or that
alternative is the eﬀect of antecedents; but this does not prevent
our will from being itself a cause of other eﬀects. And the sense in
which diﬀerent decisions are possible seems suﬃcient to distinguish some actions as right and some as wrong, some as moral
and some as immoral.
According to Russell both realms seem to somehow coexist; our will is an eﬀect of antecedents but also the cause of
eﬀects.
Others may talk fervently in favor of strict determinism; for
example philosopher Galen Strawson states56 that
55 Bertrand Russell, “Philosophical Essays”. Routledge, page 42.
56 Galen Strawson, “Your Maze of Free Will”. NYT, July 22, 2010.
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You can’t be ultimately responsible for what you do.
In this way he sides with social determinism.
An important development that strongly aﬀected the debate between free will and determinism was caused by the
radical development and revolutionary ﬁndings of physics during the 20th Century. In 1927, Heisenberg introduced the principle of uncertainty (or indeterminacy), asserting that there is
a limit to the precision with which certain physical properties
can be known; uncertainty is therefore something inherent
to the knowledge we may acquire and not just some, temporary perhaps, deﬁciency. Now, if uncertainty is inevitable in the
physical world it is only reasonable to suggest that it will be
even more so in social systems. Arguably, the 20th Century provided us with some serious scientiﬁc facts, which destabilized
the certainty and predictability of things. Though this may not
be enough for the free will to win the battle over determinism,
it nevertheless challenges the very idea of determinism and in
this way strengthens the point of its “free will” opponent.
Indeed, if determinism was conﬁrmed, the very ideas of
morality and responsibility would immediately collapse and
we would be faced with a large and unmanageable void. As Vir
Narain quotes57:
…since neither determinism nor free will can be proved to be a
fact, pragmatic humanism must assume that every person bears
moral responsibility for his or her actions. Any other course is
bound to have disastrous social consequences.
Determinism is incompatible with responsibility. So, indeed,
I will consciously make the assumption suggested by Narain. I
believe that we will have to opt, even axiomatically, for an inherent uncertainty of things, thus leaving some free space for
57 Vir Narain, “Determinism, Free Will, and Moral Responsibility”. thehumanist.
com, Oct. 21, 2014.
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free will to breathe and make the discussion on responsibility pertinent and not self-contradictory. Any other approach
would have more than the disastrous consequences Narain
suggests; it would lead us to a situation utterly unthinkable. A
world of no morality and no responsibility would fundamentally
challenge our whole civilization; this is not my plan in this short
essay. Thus, to return to our initial example, although it is obvious and beyond any doubt that external factors largely contributed to the emergence of Nazism, we will consider that these
are not enough to eliminate all vital space for free will. In other
words, a diﬀerent human factor may have eventually thwarted
that particular development.
We are thus required, even for reasons of usability and pragmatism alone, to completely eliminate the last option: that of
social determinism as the sole root of Nazism.

The dialectics of responsibility
Aristotle, the founder of the science of Logic was perhaps the
ﬁrst to deal with the cause-eﬀect relationship, with an admirable accuracy and scrutiny and emphasis on the detail.
He cautions us and suggests we should not underestimate
the underlying causal relationships between things by reducing
them to simple property relationships. This would only distort
reality and lead to our ultimate confusion.
He provides a number of examples to explain the diﬀerence between causality and property. For example58, he speaks
about sleep and anesthesia and stresses that it is a logical error
to consider anesthesia as a simple static property of sleep. It is
much more. It is linked to it via a closer and more causal relationship.
58 Aristotle, Sophistical refutations, Ζ, 145a, 15.
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Aristotle would have surely been utterly disappointed to
watch modern Greeks unable to ﬁgure out some trivial cause
and eﬀect relationships in their everyday lives. For example, the
ﬁnancial crisis hampering the country. A signiﬁcant percentage
of the people in Greece - I would estimate around 30% - after
eight years of a rampant social and economic crisis, from 2010
until 2018, still believe that the crisis was a result of the bailout
supervision by the EU and IMF and not vice versa, as would
have been most obvious to any rational person. Such can be the
diﬃculty in ﬁguring out even trivial cause-eﬀect relationships.
Of course this overwhelming crisis of logic would not have been
of such a scale, were it not for a lethal overdose of left and right
populism that strove to build a power agenda on all this nonsense, a point I will come back to later.
Cause and eﬀect are often linked via positive or negative
feedback. A positive feedback is a situation where the eﬀect is
fed back to the cause in a magnifying way; this results in instability of the system that may move it out of any control. Conversely, negative feedback reduces the initial cause and leads to its
gradual attenuation; negative feedback is therefore associated
with system stability.
What we call feedback in physical systems we refer to as a
dialectic relationship in social issues. This also applies to our discussion example in particular. Had the German people opposed
Hitler’s plans, he would have certainly adjusted them; if this opposition had been too strong he might have totally abandoned
them. And the opposite way: had Hitler not been a populist of
such a grandiose scale he might not have succeeded in stimulating German nationalism to the unprecedented extent he did.
Cause and eﬀect are connected in a loop - in a loop that carries
positive feedback. In this way, the initial eﬀect is transformed
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into a secondary cause that feeds in positively and intensiﬁes
the initial cause. And so on.
A similar dialectic process characterizes not only social systems but is abundant in the physical world as well. In the natural
world, however, negative feedback between cause and eﬀect
is much more common. This is imperative for the stability and
sustainability of nature and leads to the eventual cancellation
of the initial disturbance (cause) and not its perpetual intensiﬁcation, which would have let it grow out of any proportion and
would have resulted in a system collapse. What the wisdom of
nature has inherently designed for our physical world needs to
be moderated by humans in the artiﬁcial world of technology.
Technology has to be so designed that negative feedback is
somehow generated, in order to gradually eliminate the disturbance and lead to stability. This is to a large extent the purpose
of the scientiﬁc domain of control technology.
Unfortunately, nothing produced adequate negative feedback in the case of Nazism. And for this reason it soon grew out
of any control.
In short, the dialectic relationship between cause and eﬀect
cannot possibly be contested. However, this does not render
redundant our initial question. Even if this closed loop is in
place, there must be some clearly discernible initial cause to
trigger it into action.
Let us look for a moment at the well-known chicken and egg
paradox. Because of the very large time-scale of biological evolution it is particularly diﬃcult for the non-expert to trace the
origin of these two events. To his perception of time, both of
them, the chicken and the egg, have somehow co-existed in the
depths of time. Science, however, by means of its magnifying
lens, has looked into this process in a very ﬁne resolution and
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has managed to reach a ﬁrm verdict on this paradox.
It had long been suspected that the egg came ﬁrst but now we
have the scientiﬁc proof that shows that in fact the chicken came
ﬁrst,
said Dr Colin Freeman59, from Sheﬃeld University. To continue with the explanation of the phenomenon:
The protein had been identiﬁed before and it was linked to egg
formation but by examining it closely we have been able to see
how it controls the process.
Similar uncertainties exist in astrophysics: did early galaxies
form around black holes, or did black holes form within young
galaxies? This is a hotly debated issue in science. Again, the
fact that we may have not reached a ﬁrm view on this subject
does not mean that there is no answer available and that both
events somehow coexisted.
In biology, in astrophysics and possibly other disciplines, due
to their time scales lying completely outside our ability to perceive time, we may have some real diﬃculty in tracing the initial
cause. It does not follow however that this initial cause does
not exist, as was shown above in the long standing, and now
solved, paradox of the chicken and the egg.
If such is the case in long term phenomena, what about the
short term and ultra-fast events whereby the initial cause results in an eﬀect very much closer in time? Again our inability
to grasp time may result in our failure to determine what truly
happened ﬁrst. This, again, is our own limitation and does not
invalidate the cause-eﬀect relationship.
Thus I feel justiﬁed in transferring this scientiﬁc reality to our
social context and discussion question. Besides, the emergence
of Nazism spanned time frames that are within our comprehen59 Colin Freeman, “Chicken Came Before the Egg, Scientiﬁc Proof”. CBS News,
Jul 14, 2010.
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sion. It did not last millions of years nor did it terminate in milliseconds. We should therefore be well positioned to trace the
initial cause.
Was it then Hitler himself, or the German people, or maybe
both? These are the only options left and their strong dialectic relationship should in no way prevent us from pointing the
ﬁnger to one or both of them, as the initial cause of the emergence of Nazism.
Dialectics and determinism aside, we are now left with only
three possible options to allocate responsibility: the individual,
the collective, or both of them.

The collective myth
Let us for a moment look into the hypothesis that it is the collective to blame: the German people in our case.
How might such a collective have reached such a point? A
point where it could overwhelmingly salute and greet and
cheer a sheer psychopath and embrace a killer.
What can the reasons for such a behavior be? Is it about
some speciﬁc cultural traits, some biological predisposition,
some lack of education? Perhaps some deep feelings of frustration following the Versailles treaty, or some other major
historical failures in the past, which they had not managed to
overcome, and which were still burning inside them and seeking revenge? Such are the explanations I can think of, if I were
to really put the blame on the collective.
And it is only a very trivial task to reject them all via simple
empirical reasoning.
Germans have made a vastly signiﬁcant contribution to
human civilization. There is hardly any person in the western
world that would not ﬁnd several “made in Germany” cultural
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or technological artifacts in his house: literature, music, science,
mathematics, a great range of technological equipment - all of
them bear the heavy stamp of Germany. Nothing can have possibly gone wrong with the German culture. In addition, even in
the period when Nazism emerged, Germany did not experience
any cultural setback, despite the economic crisis of the Weimar
times. On the contrary, globally signiﬁcant cultural movements
such as Bauhaus were established and emerged in Germany in
the pre-war period. Any hint of a non-educated and primitive
people is utterly ridiculous.
Biological predispositions are outright and with no further
discussion excluded; I will not examine an unethical and irrational hypothesis that was in fact the basis of Nazism and that science has also totally discredited.
The Versailles treaty played a role, yes; and so may the failure
of Germany to historically embark on a colonization exercise as
successfully as the British and the French and the Dutch. Yet
all these factors, as we argued in the previous section, are not
enough to explain the issue and cancel the signiﬁcance of the
human factor. They may set a framework, they may contribute,
but they will never explain in full.
However, the strongest argument here against any notion
of collective responsibility is the transformation of the German
people soon after the collapse of Hitler. They outlawed Nazism,
they sincerely and on multiple occasions apologized for the Holocaust. Germany has emerged into one of the most peaceful
and least arrogant countries of the world. Overall, this amounts
to a full and deep transformation.
Experience teaches us how diﬃcult it is even for the individual to change. There is a strong inertia, a web of deeply sown
habits and beliefs and fears that control our behavior and shape
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our personality.
How then could such a transformation process, so tedious
even for the willing individual, materialize in the case of a collective so naturally and within such a limited time?
In the end I believe it is naive to talk about a collective responsibility. And it is similarly naive to talk about a collective
bravery, intelligence, etc. Collectives are nothing more than a
sum of individuals. Though they may be closely aﬃliated and
have strong ties among each other there is no reason to suggest that any collective responsibility would be anything more
than the average of the individual responsibilities. As such, it is
a mathematical, a virtual term. Something that does not exist in
the real world, in an independent way.
As is excellently put in the introduction of Nozick’s Book
“Anarchy, State and Utopia”:
There are no independent moral principles applying to collective
or political institutions that cannot be derived from the natural
rights of their individual members.
We have therefore no other option for our discussion example than to assign the responsibility for the emergence of
Nazism to individuals and not to any German or other collective.
We do however often point the ﬁnger at the collective, and
not only in the case of Nazism. We tend to hold collectives responsible or erroneously attribute to them other qualities or
principles, as Nozick cautions us against.
Let us think of a company that has gone bankrupt. Employees, banks, equity holders are likely to take legal action for the
sake of their interests. None of them will be interested in all the
many details of the bankruptcy, in tracing its origins and the decisions that led to it. It would be too diﬃcult and most probably
would add little to securing their interests. They will therefore
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hold the company responsible and their action will be against it.
Legal bodies do indeed bear responsibilities; they do so predominantly for practical reasons. There are also some practical
reasons for assigning responsibility to nations. Germany, as a
country, had to make some signiﬁcant reparations; and, as a
country, it was also necessary for them to make some ﬁrm commitments about disarmament, outlawing Nazism, etc.
Be it legal bodies, nations or any other collective, it is usually
very practical to assign responsibilities to them; however, the
truly accurate term would be accountability. Accountability is
imperative for the harmonic co-existence and practical interaction of collectives. True responsibility however does not apply
to collectives. It always and by deﬁnition goes down to individuals.
Internally, the bankrupt company of our example above is
much better positioned to trace true responsibility. It should be
able to track all the decisions that essentially led to the bankruptcy. These will always be traced to individuals or a set of
individuals, clearly identiﬁable. If a sub-collective (e.g. department) played a signiﬁcant role in the development, again, some
individuals are behind it; it is they who promoted the decisions,
even if the sub-collective jointly agreed via a democratic process. This process cannot dilute responsibility by itself, nor split
it equally among its members.
Our collectives are predominantly structured in a hierarchical way. We have chosen this way not accidentally but because
it has proven to be the most eﬀective organizational practice
throughout human history. There may be indications that this
ubiquitous (until now) hierarchical model is seriously challenged in our days. New, more ﬂat and peer to peer network
models are gaining importance. I will go into this issue in more
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detail in the following pages. But this largely relates to the future rather than the present, let alone the past.
Individual responsibility is the necessary condition for hierarchies to work. Imagine a business manager holding his team
responsible, or a general his soldiers, or a statesman the people
as a whole. Only in countries experiencing an unusual crisis can
such statements ever be heard.
Such was the case in Greece in the period following 2010. It
was then that a high ranking, for many decades, statesman, Mr.
Pangalos, publicly said that “we ate it all together”. Meaning by
this that all the many loans and funds received by Greece for
the 30 years between 1981 and 2010 were equally enjoyed by
“all”. Therefore, there is no reason to blame him and the political establishment.
Though it may be a fact that all this money was to some
important extent diﬀused in society in the form of massive
consumerism, this utterance is a logical leap into the void. It is
also a cynical and unethical attempt to distribute his own and
his peers’ huge responsibility within the collective. It is no wonder that with statesmen of such a caliber a country cannot but
enter a deep crisis. An even more important manifestation of
the same crisis is the fact that most people agreed or even surpassed him in emphasizing this shared responsibility.
I can hardly ﬁnd any more precise epitome of such a sick
mindset than the quote of literary author Hermann Hesse60:
Any attempt to replace a personal conscience by a collective conscience does violence to the individual and is the ﬁrst step toward
totalitarianism.
Collectives are not hiding places for any Mr. Pangalos to dilute his vast responsibility.
60 Hermann Hesse, “Reﬂections”, 1974.
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In every collective there is a leadership. It is gloriﬁed in moments of success; and it bears the responsibility in the moments
of failure. It is only poor and failed leadership that seeks to hide
behind the masses.
In summary, accountability may truly apply to collectives. To
companies and nations in particular. This is so only for practical reasons, especially insofar as such collectives engage in all
sorts of monetary and other transactions. They assume risks
and therefore need to bear accountability.
But this accountability bears very little in common with true
responsibility. True responsibility is not a practical instrument
but a key driver of civilization, for good or for bad. True responsibility can only be assigned to distinct individuals and never to
collectives.

The legacy of collectivism
One can only be sad when realizing the ﬁery destruction collectives have borne with them throughout history. Mass executions of soldiers or civilians in wars, just because they belonged
to some collective. Christians, after suﬀering for centuries a
most inhuman persecution, when they came into power consolidated their own collective to delimit themselves from all evil
such as inﬁdels, atheists, magicians, witches, etc. Being a part
of the Jewish collective was perhaps the worst luck one could
hope for. All sorts of conspiracy theories, culminating in the
Nazi madness, bluntly claimed that being a Jew was not really
acceptable. In the same period, communists created the notion
of the “enemy of the people” and reserved it abundantly for
anyone not sharing and practicing their murderous faith.
Indeed, this has been the usual and untold purpose of collectives. The delimitation of good and evil - of our good and noble
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big idea and their wicked one. Only recently has their use, also
as a hideout for the likes of Mr. Pangalos, received increasing
attention, for reasons I will have ample opportunity to discuss
in the following chapters.
Collectivist aggression has typically resulted from the strong
belief that we are on the way to some big idea. Masses then
get, or are called, together in this pursuit. Either by conviction
or by manipulation. However, the essence of collectivism is not
the mass; it is its driving force. It is the big idea, whose fulﬁllment takes full priority vis-à-vis any possible ethical code.
I would also argue that participating in any collective says,
in practice, very little about your individual self and its qualities.
Had this view prevailed throughout history, had the attention
been paid to the person and not to the idea he represented,
most hideous crimes would have been prevented. Instead of
this, individuals have been collateral in the only meaningful
task: the approximation of the big, pure idea.
Even with this bleak reminder, a lot of progress has been
made in the western world. Nationalism, the brethren of the
most ﬁerce collectives, is now well on the decline. There may be
some surges here and there but let us not lose the full perspective. Europe was an insane battleﬁeld for centuries. The progress made is of an extraordinary scale even if, now and then,
some people may turn to nationalism. Even then they are in
search of a safe and familiar haven rather than any murderous
instrument. Christians have also distanced themselves clearly
and permanently from their past practices; while before they
were keen on inventing and then hunting out all sorts of evil collectives, they are now peacefully focusing on the core message
of Christ. Christ himself was a model individualist, refusing to
glorify or demonize or hide in any collective. It just shows how
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often the followers may stray from the true intent of the leader.
The plague of all murderous collectivist theories of the
20th

Century (fascism, Nazism, communism) have been, after

oceans of blood, totally discredited and hardly exist anywhere,
outside the sick fantasies of some lunatics.
What is then left behind from the collective era and from all
its devilish collective constructs?
With the reminder that the whole discussion in this book refers to the West and not to the globe, I can only see two true
collective threats: one indigenously developed and one imported.
Populism and Islam.

The modern collective threats
Islam places a key priority on whether someone is a member of
its collective or not. That of course is no real novelty. It is something similar to the approach taken by Christians in the older
times. At its core it is a religious repackaging of the nationalistic
doctrine, dominant throughout human history. And of course,
it is one more manifestation of the platonic idea that somewhere out there exists perfection, and this perfection is now
called Allah.
In its extreme version, everybody outside the Islamic collective does not deserve to live. The surge of Islamic terrorism is
a clear and murderous manifestation of this belief. Of course,
as has always been the case with the ideal form hampering all
collectives, in the case of Islam there is again an abundance of
contradicting interpretations of its holy scriptures. Which version will eventually prevail, if any, is impossible to say and there
is no intention here to try to assess the odds and the resulting
danger from the Islamic collective. It is enough to say that there
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is a visible risk; and as in the case of all risks some management
is due.
For sure this has nothing to do with people; in what I see
as core to the deﬁnition of responsibility, it is again a matter of
leaders. Whatever language they speak, this is what their many
followers will reiterate. Maybe, in the case of Islam, there are
not just one or two leaders but quite a lot more; nevertheless,
they can still be enumerated, contacted and asked to exercise
their leadership. They can be reminded that there is very little
appetite to get religions mixed up with civic society again, let
alone establish any second parallel legal system. That it is far
better for both, religions as well as civic society, to keep some
safe distance from each other. Also, they can be advised to take
a second read of their holy books and pick out those verses that
have some humanitarian message, focus on them and put aside
all the rest as sheer anachronisms.
Islamic leaders are staying silent; and in their silence all sorts
of aggressive views and practices provide very unwelcome answers. The question is whether they have been asked by the
West to provide any answers at all. I very much doubt it.
Populism refers to the people collective. The term has
clearly negative connotations and therefore nobody has ever
referred to himself as a populist. According to the populist narrative, people are only virtuous; they are wise and good and
clean from all evil. “People” is the vast majority of society and
they have to be on the alert to ceaselessly combat the sinister
ambitions of some obscure, elite minority. That is exactly where
the role of populists comes in. They proclaim themselves as the
leaders of the people, as their true and faithful representatives:
those who will uncover the cunning elites, and eventually lead
people to victory over them.
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Such a clear cut line between good and evil one can perhaps
also trace in spaghetti cowboy movies. One can here clearly discern the few good ﬁghting against the, usually, many bad and
evil. “People” however was not systematically called upon in
these movies. At most, it was in some vague form in the background, or did not exist at all. Populism needs to systematically
call upon the people. Otherwise it cannot exist. As a western
movie populism would have been very boring indeed. In society
it is just very dangerous.
As populists are... ashamed of populism, none of them has
ever claimed to be the true founder of populism. There have
been however some notable cases where this line between the
good and the bad has been particularly forcefully traced. These
deserve a special reference. For example, Carl Schmitt, a key
Nazi ideologue, was very adamant about this61.
…the only thing that makes sense in politics is the line between
“us” and “them”…
“us” being the Nazis and their aﬃliates and “them” all the
rest.
Populism abounds equally on the extreme right as on the
extreme left; it is this common ideological vantage point that
has brought them very often to vote in exactly the same way. In
April 2017, in the EU parliament, neither voted for the condemnation of the murderous Maduro regime in Venezuela.
Even more than just co-voting, they also often comfortably
and unpretentiously share power. Such is the case in Greece
where a pro-communist party (Siriza) is ruling in alliance with
an extreme right nationalist party (Anel). So strong is the common populist narrative that all past diﬀerences have proven
61 Carl Schmitt, “The Concept of the Political”. Ohio University Library, 1929,
page 26.
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unimportant, in the light of the great, almost divine, mandate,
to save the wise people from the nasty elites. Not surprisingly,
before coming to power they summarized their key position as
“it is either us or them”. Had Schmitt still been around and in
good shape, he would have sued them for intellectual rights.
If one takes a look at the WWII propaganda posters of Hitler
and Stalin, he will notice how very artistically converging they
both are in their attempted gloriﬁcation of the people. Very
bold, determined, strong and pure men and women crush the
ﬁlthy few. If one removes the core emblems, it is utterly impossible to ﬁgure out any diﬀerence when looking at these posters. Perhaps Goebbels was reaching the true essence of things
when in his early years he was urging his fellow communists to
jointly storm the capitalist scum. Only incidental developments
and the non-containable appetite of Hitler eventually turned
such soul mates into ﬁerce enemies62.
Venezuelan Chávez summarized, in recent years and in a
very illustrative way, the magic of the people and therefore his
own deep love for them.
All are subject to error and temptation but not the people who
has a deep understanding of what is good and what is to his true
interest. This is why his judgment is always pure, his will strong
and nobody can corrupt or threaten him…
The people, in Chávez’s hallucination, is where all doubt, evil,
confusion, temptation is whitewashed and healed for good.
Populists are of course the leading ﬁgures in this mother
of all battles. They enjoy the unending love of their infallible
people, their unconditional trust in the face of the upcoming
ﬁerce battle. It is so glorious and wonderful - this very special
task they have somehow been assigned - that it is of little im62 Hayek in the “Road to Serfdom” provides a very detailed account of the
many German communists who turned into Nazis.
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portance if they sometimes get forgetful and try to take control
of the media, marginalize all independent boards, run tax oﬀensives selectively against their manufactured “elite”, persecute
their opponents and incarcerate or even execute them. I would
not be surprised if they even genuinely felt that in eliminating
any strong, diﬀerent voice they would be doing it a favor. Holy
inquisitors considered the stake as a means to purify the condemned and save her from hell. They were often touched by
their own great benevolence. Populists of all sorts and colors,
obsessed by some great mandate that haunts them, often border on irrationalism. And not rarely do they cross over into madness.
This is the legacy of modern populism. As to its current versions, alas, Greece again leads the way in the EU. It has clearly
put aside and overtaken M. Le Pen, N. Farage, G. Heidner, P.
Grillo and all other, smaller caliber European populists. Greek
populists saw the unique opportunity brought by the economic
crisis and the dramatic, yet just and predictable, discrediting
of the main political parties that was unfolding in a rapid way.
They swept to power uttering, in the name of the people of
course, the most ridiculous and naive lies, at an unprecedented, throughout Greek history, scale. They had no restraint in
cynically preparing their accession to power, when they, for
years, spread social and class hatred, provoking constant daily
protests, which paralyzed the country and led to destruction
and even deaths. During a protest and strike four people were
burnt alive in a bank on May 6, 2010, by a wild mass stimulated
by the extreme left. A hideous crime, just because the victims
opted to work and not to strike.
After coming to power, populists did everything possible to
control the media, to marginalize the independent authorities,
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to create a new business elite that would be their economic
bastion: in short, they engaged in all the usual ugliness of the
standard populist practices. Tsipras forgot his “Go back Mrs.
Merkel!” and started his funny smiles and awkward statements
in his pre-school English.
Had it not been for the strategic support of predominantly
the Germans and the French, the country, in the hands of an
unbelievable government (whose main ﬁgures, Tsipras and Varoufakis, were referred to as clowns [‘pagliacci’] by the Italian
Panorama magazine), could have already slid into the abyss not meaning by this that this option has, at this moment in time,
been pushed out of the agenda for good.
***
At this point I would like to make a personal confession. I can
only feel thankful vis-à-vis our fellow Europeans who have engaged in an unprecedented rescue attempt63. But I also feel
deeply ashamed, as this eﬀort has been shamelessly and continuously distorted by the local right/left populists in the country, who attributed all sorts of mean motives to the lending
EU institutions. This I see as an utterly unethical practice and
I am often shocked at how many such selﬁsh arguments and
deleterious lies are still consumed by a large part of the Greek
society. In addition, there is something more that upsets me. It
is poor countries, such as Slovakia, that are creditors of wealthy
Greece. Countries that experienced 40 years of utter misery
and suppression have now lent funds (maybe minimal, yes, but
ethics have never been a matter of quantity) to Greece, who
63 This easily extends also to the IMF although one has to note that the IMF did
not incur ﬁnancial losses in its engagement in the rescue of Greece.

1 1 4 || N i k o s S a k k as
in the same period had all the opportunities to prosper, only
to let them go as a result of its strikingly poor leadership. Not
to mention the 1980s, when Greece was meticulously failing
to condemn the very oppressors of these poor countries - the
Soviets - when their hideous crimes were brought into the spotlight. Such was the case of the Korean civil airplane that the Soviets, in a show of barbarism, brought down in 1983, resulting in
the loss of all its 269 passengers. Or when, in around the same
period, Greece was openly taking the side of the dictator and
Soviet puppet Jaruzelski in his crackdown on Solidarity.
I do not feel responsible for all this disgusting behavior of
the Greek populists, but I do feel accountable. I hope the difference is by now clear. And I would like to sincerely apologize.
Not in the name of any people, but only in that of myself and of
a good number of friends that I know share the same views and
shame with me.

The drivers of progress: individual leaders and institutions
As I analyzed and concluded above, populism has as a substrate
the irrational premise that people are wise. That somehow the
people have some unique virtues that allow them to see in the
dark, to smell and caution against the notorious enemy and,
of course, to invite them, the populists, to take the lead in this
ﬁerce battle.
Nothing could be more utterly nonsensical than this basic
premise. “People” is a mathematical term that averages the
qualities of all its citizens. It is absolutely nothing above and beyond that. It has no speciﬁc capacity to do the divine nor can it
be devilish enough to create someone like Hitler.
People resemble the Brownian motion pertinent to very
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small particles. Their motion is arbitrary; you cannot sense any
clear direction in it. Just as the Brownian particles can move in
any direction, it is similar within people, you can have about everything. People by itself cannot select a direction. It is a concept void of any responsibility, something of course acknowledged by any serious legal code. People cannot be divine or
devilish. I repeat here fr0m “Anarchy, State and Utopia”:
There are no independent moral principles applying to collective
or political institutions that cannot be derived from the natural
rights of their individual members.
I am sorry if perhaps this does not live up to the fairy tale
built during the thousand-year domination of the collective
myths: about heroic, brave and supreme nations, races, classes
and religions. They have proved nothing about the perfection
they have claimed for their collectives. In addition, there are
some deafeningly loud examples that shatter their ambitions
completely and discredit their collectivist narratives.
***
More than all I would single out the case of China.
China experienced a dramatic change of policy in just a little
time after Mao’s death. I doubt that there has ever been such
a monumental change in human history, especially in terms
of its eventual impact, which is still steadily and continuously
unfolding. Deng Xiao Ping was apparently not the man to be
concerned with big ideas. He escaped Plato and opted for cats.
Cats that could catch mice, regardless of their color or other
attributes and the extent to which these were conforming to
some mighty idea.
One man, I repeat, one man, changed the destiny and path

1 1 6 || Ni k o s S a k k a s
of billions of Chinese people. One man restored logic, showed
trust to entrepreneurship and opened the doors to the prosperity and rapid development of China. Something that, to its
greatest luck, allowed the West to sleep well during its nights.
Because that one man may not necessarily have been Deng
Xiao Ping. It could have equally well been some true Mao follower who would have preferred to carry on with his crazy
ideas and cultural revolution and anti-imperialist jargon for a
few more decades. North Korea shows what a small madman
can do. Increase this 30-40 times to get the size of China and
that is the end of your calm nights.
I wonder if in the West we have realized what we owe that
one person.
One man suﬃced to give direction to the Brownian motion
of some billion Chinese people. This is why such a man is called
a leader and this is why it is leaders that have predominantly
shaped the course human history has taken.
One can say this is the ultimate triumph of the individual over
the collective. And from a certain point of view it truly is so. Because it is individuals who for good (Aristotle, Newton, DXP) or
bad (Hitler, Stalin, etc.) have predominantly shaped what and
where we are today. And it is only because the collective myths
are still in such a great and proﬁtable use, by our representation
system and its populist by-products, that this essential truth is
obscured and not widely and loudly acknowledged - starting
from the school books.
These same leader-individuals have probably had to rely on
and reinforce the collective myth, in order to pump force and
people’s support out of it. But who on earth would ever dare
say that it was eventually the Chinese people and its collective
wisdom that engineered the major change of the DXP years?
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This would be many orders of magnitude more absurd than
those stating, in our example at the beginning of this chapter,
that the German people are to blame for Hitler, or to praise for
the very positive workings of the Adenauer era. Apparently the
German people have been very ﬂexible in a very short period
of time.
In short, individuals and leaders drive history - not collectives.
***
Traveling in the West and reading western papers I rarely ever
come across statements about wise or dumb nation collectives.
We are truly progressing on this learning curve, towards restoring the truth about the drivers of progress and putting aside all
the collectivist jargon.
However, I have read and read statements like “our people
deserve better” and the like, which make me believe that we
are not totally free from collectivist thought. Of course “our
people deserve better” in the sense that “we like to live long
and healthy lives”. These are wishful and tautological expressions applying to all the people and all individuals of the earth,
and carrying no inference at all. The true inference would have
been, as I believe, to say that “our people will live better provided they have the right leaders (and institutions, as we will see
a bit later)”. And the wrong inference would be to claim that
“our people deserve better because they have some divine
privilege”. Ridiculous as it may sound this has been the norm
for centuries and, until recently, even among the developed nations. This might have even been the reason why WWI erupted:
a most inexplicable and irrational disaster, for which no serious
reason has been proposed by historians. In the absence of such
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a speciﬁc reason we are left with only the sheer nationalistic
myth about privileged nations who deserve, at any expense,
better.
In Greece, however, it stuns me how many and how often
liberal-minded individuals call upon the premise of the “silly and
irresponsible people” as the reason for the decay of the country.
Truly, collectivism is rampant in Greece. For the last 40 years
Soviet-type socialism, discredited over the world, has enjoyed
an abnormally high reputation in Greece. There is a communist
party pledging to the dictatorship of the proletariat and getting
somewhere between 6 and 8% of the votes. The current prime
minister Tsipras joined its ranks in the year 1989 (!!) to study
communism. The same poison has inﬁltrated all other parties,
left and right. The supposedly right wing party, New Democracy, did not vote in the EU parliament for the condemnation of
the communist massacres in the 20th Century. And social democrats of PASOK in the might of their power did not allow the
ﬁlming of the “Eleni” literary masterpiece, at the place where
the events, leading to the massacre of Eleni and her fellow villagers by communist guerrillas during the Greek civil war, unfolded and where the author N. Gatzoyiannis (and son of Eleni)
came from! The story was then ﬁlmed in Spain. Such is and was
the power of the communist collectivists in Greece. This is why
the article “Give Greece what it wants: communism”64 by Bill
Frezza has been tiptoeing on hard and unwelcome but bleak
and true realities.
And so we come to the point that all the collectivist jargon
still enjoys an ideological prevalence and its collective myths
64 Bill Frezza, “Give Greece what it wants: communism”. Forbes, Jul 19, 2011.
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have seeped so deeply into the minds of even liberal people.
We have a truly long way to go to free the country from all
these absurdities about wise and silly people, and point the
ﬁnger towards those who are truly responsible. In a way, doing away with these childish collective myths will automatically
expose all of them to the strong light of day, as they have been
hiding - the voluminous Mr. Pangalos included - among these
very myths.
Isocrates, in the time of democracy, epitomized in a most
succinct way the relationship between the leader and the collective when he said65 that “the collective (polis) is just a mirror
of its leaders”: this clearly highlights who are the true drivers
of history.
The ﬁrst driver of human history has therefore been and still
is the individual leader. However, next to him a second driver
gradually appeared, entered the scene and is now underpinning social life in the developed West.
Institutions.
Institutions somehow represent accumulated knowledge
that has been in some way legally encoded and is, as such,
beyond the easy reach of individuals to change or dismantle.
Institutions, wherever established, do not allow backﬁres because of some whimsical individual. Solemnly nonetheless, one
cannot currently exclude such a development in China. The
fact that a most fundamental institution, that of a free market
based on competition and not state regulation, is in place there,
is an important, a vital step. It may however not be enough to
prevent China from stepping back into wild and potentially extremely dangerous theories. This most probably would never
be some new version of the cultural revolution lunacy (and
65 Isocrates, To Nikocleas, 2.27-35.
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massacre); but they could well propose a stand-oﬀ with the bad
West that is preventing the Chinese from reaching their destiny.
Thus, though the power and inﬂuence of the individual leader still remains important in the West, it is now complemented
by institutions. In this way, as societies, we are no longer at the
mercy of the enlightened leader; there are safety nets securing
that certain achievements cannot be reversed nor may certain
individuals slip into the dangerous and the unknown.
Acemoglu and Robinson provide an exquisite and most
comprehensive analysis of the importance of institutions, and
in particular “democratic” institutions66. They justly consider
them as key to development and they provide ample empirical
evidence about this.
I fully agree on the great importance of institutions as the
landmarks and guarantees of progress and development. This
however applies to the West alone. Nigeria will not ﬁnd itself
amidst progressive institutions in some magical way. Nor will
such institutions be imposed by some benevolent external forces. This practice, wherever attempted (Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya
- to remain in the most recent time-frame) has had very limited
and questionable results, at the very least.
Some leader(s) will therefore have to ﬁrst design and then
enforce these institutions. Just as the protagonists of the Glorious Revolution (1688-89) in England did so for perhaps the
ﬁrst time in modern history (although some may trace this back
to the Magna Carta, as early as 1215). By restricting the power
of the throne and by empowering the parliament England set
out well before all other European powers on the seas of commerce and on the road of social and economic development.
66 Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson, “Why Nations Fail: The Origins of
Power, Prosperity, and Poverty”. Crown Business, www.crownpublishing.com
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For the third world, it will not be easy; it has already proven not
to be easy. Key people in these countries are usually comfortable exploiting the economy for the grand beneﬁt of themselves, their family and their circle of friends and partners. They
are rooted in the deepest and most stable type of corruption,
one that is considered almost natural and lawful and self-evident by their societies at large. Some big collective idea (Islam
being the most common and dangerous one for the time being), combined with bribery and favoritism, kindles the hope in
the masses and keeps them going, while they remain well tied
up in underdevelopment and poverty. Breaking out of this vicious circle is not an easy thing. And it will for sure require leaders of a rare caliber to achieve.
These I see as the two drivers of progress: the individual
leader and the institution. And not, of course, the collective, despite the many absurd myths about it that have been and are
still spreading around. Also, these two drivers normally appear
in that particular sequence. Competent, intelligent and moral
leaders typically take you to some level of development where
institutions are possible. Then gradually the power is transferred to these institutions. The role of the leader becomes secondary and fades behind the web of well-designed institutions.
Once again, Greece is a remarkable exception to this natural
way of things. It experienced advanced institutions in antiquity,
institutions that have served as a model throughout history.
Institutions where the people truly ruled, made decisions and
framed and controlled the power of their leaders. Moving now
against the natural order, after 25 centuries the country has
ended up with discredited and powerless institutions and unbelievable “leaders” of the worst possible caliber, against any
standard one can possibly set.
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In addition, putting the blame on the “silly people” has become some sort of mass psychotherapy. Pity I am incapable
thereof.

The recent populist surge
How did we come to the populist surge of the last decades?
I suspect two reasons.
The ﬁrst is that populism emerged in the wake of the collapse of the major totalitarian theories of the 20th Century.
There was already fertile ground for it to ﬂourish in. There was
no need to invent the narrative of the good and pure people as
it was already dominant in the European mindset. Unfortunately, populism was never really unraveled as the deeper essence
of Nazism and communism, nor did it follow them in the dark
bible. It remained intact, an instrument ready and waiting to be
used by someone new. Of course now under a more modern
disguise, and not as bloody as that of communism and Nazism.
A good part of the communists, rebranded now into socialists, went as far as to condemn the Gulags, but did not reach
out to the true origins of totalitarianism. They were ready and
keen to embrace a new version of the people collective, to be
part of it. The people remained the Holy Grail, and its vast embrace would host all the everyday uncertainties and petty interests of the socialist masses and would allow enough maneuvering space for the political agenda of its leadership.
This explains a lot about the origins of leftist populism but
not much about that of its pro-nationalist, extra-right peer.
What was it that fed into this version?
A number of factors. The nationalistic narrative went
through a long period of “glory” in Europe, buried only something like a century ago, when the paranoid slaughter of WWI
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came to an end. Unearthing this thin soil would reveal again fertile ground and a privileged ﬁeld for extreme right populism.
Populism is a handy means for hidden crypto-nationalism to let
oﬀ some steam.
In addition, immigration, out of any control, has greatly contributed to an anxious rediscovery of the national identity and
all associated nationalistic narratives.
And last and far from least, globalization.
Globalization emerged as the common enemy of left and
right. For the right, the nation collective was under pressure
from the economic elites and their global interests. Or so went
the story. Now put “people” in place of “nation” and you get
the mirror-narrative of the leftist populists.
I believe if one were to look into the emergence of populism in Latin America the above issues might only partially apply. Populism there came mainly with a leftist ﬂair. To explore
the key steps in its emergence into power would however need
a more in-depth knowledge and empirical experience of those
societies, which far exceeds my limited knowledge about that
part of the world. I will therefore restrict the discussion to the
western context alone.
But how did then, let us say, Pepe Grillo emerge out of nowhere to challenge the Italian political system? Which populist
pattern does he ﬁt more: the left or the right?
I would say neither. More and more we ﬁnd evidence of a
populism that is neither clearly left nor clearly right. As these
two patterns merge together more and more, a new wave of
populism establishes: one that often consciously stays clear
from both previous molds. Perhaps this new populism considers that both “nationalism” as well as “socialism” have had
their turn; they are now getting more and more old fashioned
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and may not be the best substrate for these fresh populists to
build their own modern narrative and secure themselves a long
stay in the political arena.
Let us not, however, overemphasize the novelties brought
by this new era populism. It strongly resembles the leftist one
in that it constantly makes reference to the “people” - the virtuous, kind, generous people. Once again. It resembles both right
and left in their great vigor against the meanness of globalization. There is however something quite new to this new wave
of populism. The attack on the “system”. But what on earth is
this system that Pepe and his many peers are about to attack?
Let us not consider that a new myth can be built just on thin
air. Both the socialist and the nationalist populisms have a long
story, a true story, some lofty values that they came to defend
and that have inspired millions. Socialism emerged in the industrial revolution and was not any politician’s trick to make a career in government. Maybe this is how it ended, following the
massive failure of all its main axioms and beliefs, but it started
as a very noble aﬀair. A similar case applies to the nationalistic
narrative, that goes even deeper into our memory and history.
For a new narrative to have the chance to serve a wave of
populism it must relate to some true problem. Of course, there
is no need to really address the true problem. If that was the
case, then that would not be populism. Populism uses a real
problem; it never cares to solve it.
I will call the problem that the new era populism draws upon
and pretends to address a problem of excess representation. A
fat representation layer, placed between the people and their
leaders and comprising an enormous amount of middle men
who are primarily and often exclusively concerned with their
own well-being rather than their purported function of repre-
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sentation.
How real is this problem and what can its solution be?
In the ﬁrst chapter I highlighted what I consider as a major
confusion of our times. This subconscious equation of democracy and representation. I am now already touching upon one
of the major and factual consequences of excessive representation. The fact that, as it has grown out of any control, it is a perfect raw material for the narrative and the hypocritical concerns
of modern populism.
I have just started tracing this line that links excessive representation with populism. I will complete it in the next chapter,
after I ﬁrst discuss and decipher the true value of collectives.
It is especially important to deﬁne and highlight this value. It
is important because the collective has been misused and is still
being so by the populists. It is mystiﬁed and gloriﬁed. We need
to demystify it and put it back down on earth.

The misery of the collectivist mind
Whenever I visit China I am thrilled by the achievements of this
country. At the fact that it is pulling millions of people every
year out of poverty. At its eﬀort to educate its youth, to obtain
the technological lead. Also, at its high rates of development
that allow billions to ﬂow into investments in Africa and assist
it to also move out of poverty. I also cherish China because historically it has never displayed aggression and expansionism.
Which is not the case with the other big powers in the West
- with Russia or Japan. China has been, and is now more than
ever, powerful and peaceful.
There is no intention to idealize things. Besides, as the reader
might have understood, I have no great interest in ideal forms.
China is far from being any of them. But it is engaged in a practi-
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cal and signiﬁcant improvement process. In addition, this is to
the beneﬁt of all. All this makes me want to rejoice.
Now, tell this story to many socialists and many liberals
(many of whom are to the bone collectivist) and you will see
them frowning. The former will highlight that there is no real
socialism there, that there is rampant corruption and many rich
guys and no social justice. The latter will highlight the lack of
freedom and human rights.
It is again the same old story. The grand idea against which
all must be benchmarked and evaluated. The pure ideas of “socialism and justice” and of “human rights” respectively for each
of my frowning strands of friends.
You can call it misery. The failure to see the good and the
important and to take pleasure from it. You can also call it some
sort of disability. To be unable to rejoice when millions are exiting from poverty.
And all this, just because this vibrant reality does not ﬁt your
very big idea and your perfect, but non-existing, pattern.

The anti-science nature of the collectivist myth
How has science developed? What tools did it use?
Truly the concept of “theory” is pertinent to science. A theory is an eﬀort to provide some repetitive explanation of phenomena, across time, space and context. One may sense some
analogue here with the platonic idea. And he is justiﬁed in doing
so. Because theories are an idealized version of the real world,
or, similarly, the real world is only an approximation of the pure
theory. Just as, according to Plato, life is a poor shadow of its
perfect image somewhere in heaven. That is what scientiﬁc
theories and the platonic idea have in common.
Yet, there are some strong diﬀerences. Science by deﬁnition
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requires evidence about the validity of the theory. And it does
so via experimentation. In addition, experimentation carries
one more distinct beneﬁt. It bears the premise that whatever is
possible with a small scale (model) will, under some conditions
that are generally possible to establish, be valid also on the
large scale. This is a remark of colossal importance. This is what
allowed us to build planes and all the modern artifacts. By ﬁrst
developing the small scale models in a controlled environment
and then checking their behavior so that their upscale versions
would have a predictable performance.
Thus, experimentation served two purposes essential to science; ﬁrst, it was pivotal in validating theories, and second, it allowed for the development of working models that could then
be scaled up in the real world with the certainty that they would
behave similarly to the lab models.
Theories, therefore, were of no true value, unless validated
in practice by experiment. And theories, even those well established and widely accepted by all the scientiﬁc community,
were thoroughly revised whenever there was new empirical evidence that suggested they were not as universally applicable
as initially thought. Why could this ever happen? Because their
practical validation had only been eﬀected under some speciﬁc
limited conditions; when extending outside them, the theory
collapsed or needed to be amended and extended. The Einstein amendment to the gravity theory of Newton is the most
profound example of this scenario.
Our collectivists do not pay attention to any of these scientiﬁc instruments; they ﬁnd it suﬃcient to develop the theory
of their grand idea. They do not care to experiment on it in a
small environment to prove its validity. Instead, they respond in
a most unscientiﬁc way, saying that their big idea requires the
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whole world to work. It is as ridiculous as if someone had suggested building full scale planes and experimenting on them.
We would most likely still be in the Zeppelin era, while thousands of poor pilots would have died in this paranoid full scale
validation exercise.
In our days the small scale is possible and viable and often
prosperous. I will go into this in some detail as it is key to the
main investigations in this book. I staunchly believe that social
and small scale experimentation should be practiced in our societies. There is so much unknown knowledge, so many things
to discover! Dear collectivist, why not create a factory run by
workers to check your communist hypothesis about the value
stolen from the workers? Or why not build your commune
based on your idea about the superiority of shared and common property? I do not think either would work, but why worry
about my ideas? Do it, show us, convince us. This is the only acceptable sequence for your big idea. This is what took us out
of the caves. Why are you not happy with this approach dear
collectivist?
He is deﬁnitely not OK with it! For all sorts of fake reasons,
he has manufactured just to avoid the challenge. He is only happy with enforcing his idea on others, on the greatest possible
scale and by whatever means he may feel convenient, violence
included. Besides, all these are petty details compared to his
grand idea.
Dear collectivist, unfortunately for you, the answer is a loud
“No, thanks!”
Plato, from where all these collectivists draw their inﬂuences,
had truly gone one important step further; one has to acknowledge this and credit it to this great philosopher. Besides shaping the big and perfect idea he also had some genuine concerns
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about its small scale implementation. About moving the imperfect images surrounding him towards heavenly perfection. He
did not at all reject this idea as useless, with the same easiness
his poor and uncertain followers did, and still do67. Because of
this mentality, he passionately tried to put into practice his ideal
form about governance. He tried this out in Syracuse in Sicily, in
the court of tyrant Dionysius, who showed great interest in his
ideas. Unfortunately, his eﬀort there resulted in a grandiose failure, one that came close to costing him his own life. It is only unfortunate that the importance of experimentation did not ﬁnd
its due position in Plato’s workings. This might have aﬀected
the course of history.
Another project of social experimentation was one undertaken by the American anarchist Joshua Warren, who was a
fervent supporter of a slight variant of the dominant, in the 19th
century, labor theory of value68. In his interpretation the “cost
67 Realistically, however, one can never really expect the followers to be from
the same mold as the leader and founder of their beliefs. Christ’s followers typically had nothing close to the innovative and humane spirit of their God. Why
should Plato’s followers have something of his intellectual caliber? Just as the
theory is usually a good away apart from reality and truth, so are the followers’
skills and merits typically a very poor and usually distorting reﬂection of those
of their leader.
68 LABOR THEORY OF VALUE (LTV)
The LTV tried to explain the value of things in accordance with the labor that has
been input for their production. Liberal thinkers such as Adam Smith stated that
“The real value of all the diﬀerent component parts of price, it must be observed,
is measured by the quantity of labor which they can, each of them, purchase or
command”. Ricardo was also thinking along similar lines: “The value of a commodity, or the quantity of any other commodity for which it will exchange, depends on the relative quantity of labor which is necessary for its production, and
not as the greater or less compensation which is paid for that labor”.
Maybe liberal thinkers were a bit less obsessed by the “labor” concept than
Marxists; they were however far from being free of it. This theory emerged and
prevailed among all main thinkers of the 19th Century and was scrapped only
later, in the 20th Century, by Austrian economists who developed the subjective
theory of value; this freed our thought and completely dissociated the concept
of value from that of labor. This is why we now can understand why some foot-
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was the limit of price”, according to Warren’s own expression.
This anarchist patriarch, however, went one step further. He
was not planning for a remote day when he would have the
whole world in his grip. He was concerned to practically implement this theory (LTV). In this perspective he created his Cincinnati Time Store where people could exchange products strictly
according to an assessment of their embodied labor. His experiment lasted for something like three years, after which Warren
realized his failure, abandoned this project and turned to other,
mutualist, ventures.
There are some important things to learn from this story. In
the footnote I give some information about the LTV as it is a
clear and practical example of how universally wrong our views
on society and economy may be. How open minded and attentive to opposite views we always need to be. How easily may
grand fallacies persist in time and easily cut across all ideological theories. How necessary empirical evidence is to put aside
permanently our many misconceptions, prejudices and faulty
assumptions.
Last, I would also add that anarchist Warren’s paradigm, his
perhaps utopian eﬀorts, were not mired in vain; they truly bear
some worthy message that we should pay heed to. Warren was
of a genuine individualistic breed; this is why he was passionate
about proving and putting things into practice. There is a lot to
learn and to admire in his passion to practice what he thought
and what he believed and preached. And to do so in a purely
ball player or some Hollywood star may sign contracts in millions; it is not his labor he owes it to, not at all. It is rather the appeal he has to the masses: to their
subjective and often short living taste. This and only this drives their “value”.
It is just remarkable how economists belonging to all parts of the political spectrum, from liberal to anarchist and socialist, trusted this theory - how blatantly
they all failed to realize some things that are just incontestable today, understandable even by early high school pupils.
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non-aggressive manner. The importance of logic, the passion
to practice, to claim your individualism with all the risks that go
with it, while always respecting and adhering to non-aggression. All this is what clearly shows up in this story.

Collectivism as a unique source of aggression
Aggression has dominated human history and still is far from
redundant, although one is justiﬁed in considering that wars - at
least in the western world, to remain within our scope - are far
less prevalent than in previous periods.
A principal reason for aggression has been resource scarcity.
Which, by the way, is also why markets and prices exist. No one
will consider pricing the air; the air is available in abundance.
Therefore, never has a war taken place for the control of air
resources, nor have markets developed for the marketing and
pricing of air.
Collectivism however has been a secondary, independent
and equally, if not more, devastating source of aggression. The
demonization of Jews for centuries had no resource scarcity in
its background. It has been the clear manifestation of a collectivist narrative, according to which Jews were hardly human.
The massive and devastating attack of the Christians against
the Hellenic civilization in the early Byzantine years had, again,
no scarcity issue in its background. Scrubbing away the great
works of ancient philosophers and poets and substituting them
with petty stories about saints was not an issue of resource
scarcity. Nor was the dismembering of Hypatia and the destruction of a great part of ancient temples and architecture. It was
backed by the collectivist idea of the enlightened people and
the one true religion that would allow and justify all crimes.
The West came along with some delay but well surpassed the
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East in religious maliciousness and extreme aggression. In the
Middle Ages and a bit beyond (approximately 1400-1700) many
tens of thousands69 of so-called satanic witches, wizards, etc.
perished at the stake to save society if not also to save their
souls from the devil, who would also perish in ﬁre.
Nationalism was built on both tiers: resource scarcity as
well some idea about superiority. The Spanish ravaged South
America for its metals. However, they also oﬀered some big
idea in defense of all the endless atrocities they were conducting there. Natives were unworthy savages, or their own lot had
a great mission to teach them about the true God. Murder must
have been something close to an early departure from a useless
life for an early encounter with God; at the same moment the
Spanish were departing for Spain with their boats full of gold
and silver.
I think this is the most critical point of all collectivist thought
and practice. Aggression. It has hardly ever been just about
some romantic and far reaching, peaceful big idea. It was almost always about its aggressive enforcement. And if one
embarked on the bleak accounting of human devastation and
cruelty, I believe that collectivism may even surpass its only true
challenger, resource scarcity.
In short the collectivist narrative has typically been accompanied by massive and often unprecedented aggression (concentration camps for the Jews, gulags for the dissidents, etc.). And
conversely, where aggression has not been practiced or was of
69 Although estimates vary hugely and some reach even to several hundreds
of thousands, modern scholars estimate the actual death toll to be around
100,000 people over several centuries, with 20% of the victims being men; see
Brian Levack, “The Witch-hunt in Early Modern Europe” (2006) where sources
from the period between 1400 and 1750 are examined; more than 100,000 people – mainly women – were prosecuted for witchcraft in Europe and colonial
America.
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a limited scale, one can suspect a non-collectivist society.
Let me now put the Hellenic world under this test. Obviously
I consider the Hellenic world of the period (850-350 BC) as the
most anti-collectivist experiment that has ever been. Let us see
for a moment if it can pass the main test: to what extent was
aggression practiced and what was the narrative behind it?

Aggression in the democratic world of the Hellenes
Barbarians: this is what the Greeks called all other, non-Greeks.
One may here suggest that this is already a ﬁrst move towards
the big idea, the unbridgeable gap, between their own gloriﬁed
collective and all the rest that only deserved contempt. Just as
it has been, so clearly discernible, in collectivism throughout its
history. Aggression is then only a few steps away...
Any such suggestion, however, would be utterly wrong. Calling some people barbarians did not at all imply an inferior quality. It was simply the term used for all non-Greek-speakers. Their
languages were incomprehensible - they were “barbarisms” and their speakers, just because of that, were labeled as barbarians. This is how this term originated and this is its true content
and its semantics. And it is far from the widely held belief that it
was a display of utter arrogance.
Herodotus starts his history by saying70
these are the researches of Herodotus of Halicarnassus, which he
publishes, in the hope of thereby preserving from decay the remembrance of what men have done, and of preventing the great
and wonderful actions of the Greeks and the Barbarians from losing their due meed of glory.
By talking about the achievements of both sides, Herodotus
can be claimed to be the father of impartiality and fairness in
history. Castoriadis notes here that it took 25 centuries for the
70 Herodotus, “Histories, Book 1, Introduction”.
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West to reach such an objectivity and impartiality with regard to
the roll-out of historical events71.
It is important to note that such objectivity has never been a
feature of collectivism. It was always about the divine side combating the devilish one. Impartiality is totally incompatible with
such a manichaeistic approach to history. And by referring, just
after achievements, to barbarians, Herodotus is obviously not
referring to some worthless savages: just to the speakers of
other languages. Similar is the approach throughout his works.
There is not a moment of contempt for the Persians, nor any
expression of some divine superiority of the Greeks.
In Chapter 1, I already said a few things about the two waves
of Hellenic colonization in the dawn of democracy. How they
bore no resemblance with what happened during the colonization of modern times. There are no reported clashes or exploitation practices in these periods. Of course, in most of the
cases, new cities were built to occupy empty spaces. Clashes
may have been avoided in the absence of native populations.
The important thing however is that the new polis set up its
own institutions and its own laws and governance, and it often
surpassed the metropolis in wealth. What does this say? Simply
that there was no strong collectivist narrative in place. That the
autonomy of the new polis was above any subscription to any
big idea nurtured by the metropolis.
It is utterly impossible to put the likes of Cortez and Pizarro,
of even the British colonizers in India, in such a mindset and
practice. One was then not even allowed to carry out an independent commercial activity outside the ﬂeet of Ferdinand and
Isabelle72, let alone become autonomous from the nationalist
71 Cornelius Castoriadis, “Ce qui fait la Grèce”. Greek edition, Kritiki editions,
volume 1, page 422.
72 Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson, “Why Nations Fail: The Origins of
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collective and surpass it in wealth!
This is what underlines the splendor and non-aggressiveness
of democracy.
Alexander is also accused of aggressiveness and expansionism, quite typical to all forms of collectivism. Alexander, however, denounced, in practice, any idea of Greek superiority. Here is
how Professor Fox73 describes the famous Opis banquet.
The banquet, however, was his master-stroke. He managed
to seat Macedonians and Iranians together, the Macedonians
around him in the position of honour, the Iranians in an outer
circle, and he coaxed men who only two days before had been
deriding any such pretensions to join with one accord in common
libations and a prayer for concord and participation between
their two peoples.
In addition, Alexander had his personal Guard, the Companions, as well as 10,000 of his soldiers marry to Persian women.
In his way he de-escalated all the great animosity, wound up
in two centuries of clashes, between the Greeks and the Persians74.
After two centuries of discord between Persia and Greece, this
deliberate fusion was unprecedented. The weddings were celebrated publicly and arranged with Alexander’s typical mixture
of forethought and showmanship, and were also extended to the
common soldiery.
One can only acknowledge that such behavior is not typical
to collectivism. This grand civilization mix practiced by Alexander was a poisonous arrow in the heart of collectivism and all its
silly and murderous preaching about the superiority of nation,
race, or whatever else.
Power, Prosperity, and Poverty”. Crown Business, www.crownpublishing.com
73 Robin Lane Fox, “Alexander the Great”. Kindle Locations 7701-7703, Penguin
Books Ltd, Kindle Edition.
74 Ibid., 7543-7545.
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There was indeed aggression in the Hellenic world. Continuous clashes between cities, as well as more subtle forms of aggression: slavery and profound, institutionalized prostitution75.
There was the cynical aggression of the Athenians against the
island of Milos, which had sided with Sparta in the Greek civil
war. And many other examples as well. There was also pride
about being Greek and about enjoying a life that others could
not dream of, although this was not linked to any divinity but
mostly to eﬀort and freedom.
All these many dark sides will never build up to a true and fully ﬂedged collectivist narrative, like those that were abundant
in the nearby areas, Egypt and Persia included, despite being
among the most civilized places of the times.
It suﬃces to take a look at the Acropolis, the landmark of
the Hellenes; you will only see beauty, balance and harmony.
These, on such a scale, you will never ﬁnd in collectivist societies
or in the relics of collectivist civilizations.
Here, one may suspect that this happens because such
achievements are not the best vehicles for a divine and overwhelming collectivist message.
One would however be wrong. It is because, in such collectivist contexts, they are merely inconceivable.

Conclusion
The myths surrounding the collective are just as many as the
ideal Forms they are built upon. Which in turn have caused
massive disasters throughout history. Typically, these myths
have taken shape around nations and religions. Only in the 20th
Century these were complemented, rather than surpassed, by
75 A most comprehensive and interesting book on the topic is that of Catherine
Salles, “Les Bas Fonds de l’Antiquité”. Éditions Robert Laﬀont, 1982.
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ideological jargon. Races and classes then developed their own
grand idea and engaged in its bloody enforcement process;
however, they all failed spectacularly to reach any perfect idea,
leaving us with the side eﬀects of their “noble” goal: massive
devastation and an unparalleled loss of human life.
Following the fragile demise of nationalism and religious aggressiveness (with the notable exception of Islam) as well as
the complete and utter discrediting of the class and race myths,
populism emerged to ﬁll in the gap and create a new collective
narrative. The people again were baptized to be wise and pure,
the populists their leaders and the “system” the hideous enemy. The “system” is a ﬂexible term that may include, depending on convenience and with weighting factors, politicians, globalization, immigrants and some invisible elite.
All collectivist myths have something in common. They have
resulted from an unbeatable need to deﬁne some perfect idea
and go after it, with no concern about the means used for its
pursuit in this imperfect world. Though this lunacy may have
several roots and inﬂuences, the shadow of Plato can be clearly
discerned. Incidentally this strong inner need has been a handy
one, indeed, for the ruling few. Collectives, besides fervently
and brutally striving after some version of the platonic idea,
have typically been an instrument for their leaders’ own prosperity as well.
The unifying point of all this bloody mythology is the idea
that collectives, by power of God, king, nature, blood, race,
class or whatever else, have some magic powers. Powers that
somehow massively outgrow the size of their constituent citizen individuals.
The point made in this chapter is that this is a great fallacy;
collectives bear none of these magic endowments. And collec-
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tivism, acting on their behalf, has been an instrument of mass
murder and private wealth of the privileged few rather than a
locomotive of social progress.
In my view the driver of true progress has been the individual, especially when he has assumed a leading position. Especially, but not necessarily. Great scientists and artists, for example,
have largely contributed to progress - not however as leaders.
Archimedes deciphered the laws of ﬂuids but lost his life to a
barbaric Roman soldier. He was a great individual but no leader.
Later in time, institutions have more and more started playing a complementary role, which has gradually increased to an
extent that their quality is now admittedly the deﬁning factor
for social and economic progress in the West. I will return later
to discuss the nature and the quality of these institutions in deﬁning how I perceive democracy in our times.
At this point, I am conﬁdent my anarcho-capitalist friends
will feel happy with the above conclusions. I believe these conclusions are fully in line with their views, as I emphasize the role
of the individual, and play down the fake importance associated with collectives throughout history. Why then not dismantle
the collectives altogether and experience a 100% pure individualism, as Max Stirner, in his uncompromising anarchism, had
yearned for?
In the next chapter I am afraid I will lose the anarcho-capitalists’ applause. I will discuss the now demystiﬁed importance
of the collective, and, even more, I will explain why, in my view,
there are certain types of unique value generated by collectives
that are not optimally moderated by markets.

3. The market and the collective
Introduction
What have been the historical drivers of human decision making, as regards economic aﬀairs such as wealth generation, appropriation or exchange? The law of the jungle was how it all
started. The more muscular and the more brave (or savage?)
prevailed. With few, if any, other considerations. This is how it
must have been for a very long time.
Moses and the Ten Commandments, which he received on
Mount Sinai and taught to his people, may represent one of the
ﬁrst instances of some quite well deﬁned ethical framework
that would demand a standard of conduct requiring more than
just brute force. Other traces of ethical concerns can be found
in heroic poems such as the “Iliad”, written around 800 BC.
They are still mostly about the clash between strong people;
however, some broader concern about ethical issues, about
other people, can be also increasingly traced in such poems.
Later, during the rise of the Greeks, ethics received far more
systematic attention and were deﬁned more precisely, as a set
of principles guiding the behavior among people and separating good from evil.
Ethics was meant to provide an alternative to the law of the
jungle and to some extent they truly did. Ethics was often connected to the wish of the Gods as this had been manifested to
their faithful people. Of course all this was interpreted in a pure-
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ly subjective way, mostly according to the interests of the ruling
elite and the clergy, which usually went hand in hand.
Next to brute force and ethical considerations one must also
highlight the role and the importance of markets as a highly important means to moderate economic decisions.

The triumph of the markets
Modern markets have a large legacy; they have existed since antiquity. No matter how technology rendered market exchanges
more sophisticated, how labor specialization set in, the core
mechanism of the market remained the same. Products were
exchanged via trading following a free negotiation. In this way,
one did not need to cater personally for all his needs. It was far
better that he specialized in some domain and serviced his diverse needs by exchanging his own products for whatever he
might require. Provided of course that this was available in the
market and its price made it feasible. Obviously the prices were
set more or less by the producer. However, the law of demand,
that he usually intuitively grasped, guided him to select a price
range that would be realistic. In this sense we correctly say that
it is the consumer that sets the price. The more competitive the
market the more this fact becomes valid.
This model has dominated human history and until relatively
recently had never really been contested, regardless of the established social system; the prices were aﬀected by many external parameters but the exchange mechanism was in place:
in democracies and aristocracies, in kingdoms and in tyrannies.
We therefore gradually came to believe that the free market
exchange mechanism and the price setting via free negotiation,
within the limits allowed by the law of demand, was something
universal: something like the law of gravity.
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Until Marxists came along and developed a diﬀerent theory.
I will not go into the theory itself. Chinese Marxists have a diﬀerent theory to European Marxists of the 19th and 20th Century.
And I have no true interest in ﬁnding out who follows the Marxist doctrine more closely. Besides, Chinese communists are
90,000,000 (Daily China, 13 October 2017), while the Soviets are
defunct; this fact justiﬁes taking the Chinese approach seriously
and not letting the Soviets monopolize Marxism.
The Soviet Marxists introduced in practice a new concept; instead of the freely set prices, within the market, they mandated
that the Soviet state itself set the prices. They turned their back
on thousands of years of uncontested practice and saw the evil
there, where nobody had ever imagined it.
How on earth did they come to this lunacy?
Soviets, as typical collectivists, remained indiﬀerent to the
real world and the practical consequences of their theory and
remained devoted to pursuing their speciﬁc theory (ideal form)
about exchanges. Until the moment that the shelves were
empty and people unable to live with just the grand myth and
the glorious fate that the system had promised them. They
started revolting out of suﬀocation and starvation.
Soviet ideologists extended their contempt for free markets
to property as well, practically outlawing it. Property is one
more ancient passion of humans. Unfortunately, it did not ﬁt
into the ideal form the Soviets had constructed. So they went
after it also. And they reaped the same fruit as with price setting. They utterly failed to mold humans with their grand idea.
As is typically the case with such hallucinations, before their total collapse, a wild persecution and a massive property conﬁscation policy was ﬁrst required to enforce the big idea.
All this brought us to the end of this fancifulness that the
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state, in its great wisdom, was better positioned to set the prices and own the property of its citizens.
This conﬂict, no matter how unbelievable it may seem in
retrospect, dominated most of the 20th Century and concluded with the complete victory of the free markets. The statecontrolled economy, including the conﬁscated property, was
proven unable to perform competitively in any remotely comparable way. This led to the utter misery of the people which
propelled the total collapse of the totalitarian regimes established in the Soviet Union and its satellites. A spectacular collapse of an empire with absolutely no resistance at all on the
side of the establishment. They gave up their big idea very easily, and instead of defending socialism the previous elite took
on a meticulous disguise that would allow it to ﬁll the resulting
power vacuum and secure the silent and eﬀective transfer of
power and all its assets to its own, revamped capitalist version.
Utter hypocrisy of course. I have repeatedly stressed this point:
big myths typically serve big interests...
But to sense the true inﬂuence of collectivism one has to
look at how a good part of the western intelligentsia responded
to what was going on in the communist bloc. How far and how
long and in what diverse and funny ways they strove to idealize,
to forgive, to explain communism, as well as to condemn “imperialism and its many lackeys”. They only succeeded in closing
their eyes tightly. This is the great allure of all big ideas, this is
how easily even great thinkers may be absorbed by this allure,
and have their morality crushed and their rationalism ground
down by it.
Chinese communism was far swifter than its soviet peers;
it adapted and adopted markets despite maintaining the now
relatively harmless hammer and sickle emblems. For China may
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not be a free, western type democracy, yet it is a successful economic paradigm, to the great beneﬁt of the Chinese people as
well as the globe. As already implied in the previous chapter, a
miserable and frustrated China would have only resulted in a
frightening nightmare.
The bleak and plentiful empirical evidence with regard to the
incompetence of the state economy was also explained theoretically by many liberal thinkers; Mises, in particular, explained
the ﬁnancial collapse of communism as a result of the absence
of a market pricing system that led to massively non-competitive and wasteful allocation of resources to economic activity.
Communism represented the most pristine version of statism ever; everything was controlled by the state, everything
was for the state. Unsurprisingly, Benito Mussolini had also expressed similar hopes. Statism, no doubt, has been inherent to
all totalitarian ideologies: communism and fascism and Nazism,
all included.
The world has been freed from these monstrous and violent
ideologies that challenged life, freedom and prosperity for a
large part of the 20th Century; they are now practically nowhere
to be found, with the exception of the concentration camp referred to as North Korea. Both the massive and tearful empirical evidence as well as the ﬁne theoretical elaborations of, in
particular, the Austrian school of economics, allow us to close
the chapter. For good.
Statism however was not done away with at the same time
as communism. It exists here and there, of course in more mild
versions, but fully capable of destroying a society, as in the case
of Greece.
I will come back to this issue in detail; for now, however, it is
more natural to discuss the limitations, if any, of our triumphant
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free market model. There is a whole spectrum of options: spanning from a fully laissez faire economy to a communist one;
from a fully free market to a non-existing market. The fact that
communism and its other statist and totalitarian peers collapsed still leaves us with a lot of options.
How much free market should we then go for? Or, given
that free markets have proven themselves as the only driver
of exchange one should perhaps reformulate the question, in
a wording more favorable to markets: are there any limitations
to the freedom of the markets or not? Are there any activities
that should be kept outside the buyer-seller context and, if so,
what would be the reason for this?
A second question would then possibly be: if we really deﬁne
activities that are better oﬀ when kept outside the free market
model, whom should we entrust with their moderation? The
state? Or something else?

Some typical and unjust criticism of markets
We have seen that throughout history and even more today,
markets deliver tangible products and services that satisfy
speciﬁc needs of humans, in the most eﬃcient way. Although,
especially after the collapse of Soviet socialism, this is widely,
almost unanimously, I would say, acknowledged, it is still not
rare that markets, in performing their vital function, receive irrational and unjust criticism. The socialist thinking will not acknowledge its complete defeat and lay down its arms; it has
not abandoned the idea of discrediting the markets. Of course,
they do not talk about tangible goods anymore; they prefer the
intangible, where it may be easier to sow uncertainty and confusion.
Let us see the case of Professor Nuccio Ordine, who in his
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speech in Athens in October 201576, concisely presented the key
points of his essay “The usefulness of the useless” and suggested, among other points, that a market model cannot be built
around artistic products.
Ordine appeared to be horriﬁed at the fact that someone
referred to the historical resources of Greece and Italy as oil resources. He found this to be a vulgar expression and approach
towards cultural resources. He then acknowledged the importance of their economic value but vehemently insisted that this
is by far exceeded by their cultural value.
I would agree that this analogue is vulgar indeed. I would
have never described museums and antiquities as oil resources;
it does not appeal to me aesthetically. But ultimately how wild
can you get if someone, of perhaps less ﬁne ways, uses such a
brute expression? How many conclusions can you draw out of
it?
I think you can only conﬁrm that there are people of varying sophistication and aesthetics: nothing beyond that, nothing
with regard to the ability of the market to value Art.
Then, what is “cultural value”? How do you calculate this cultural value? It is very easy to make an enthusiastic statement
about the immeasurable value of Art. We get lots of such statements from many sources: cheap and trivial declarations. But
what is it? Who can say?
Let us see another example from the insurance business. Of
course life is of an immeasurable value, yet the insurance business needs to attach some monetary value to it; otherwise the
business will cease to exist as it will, for example, not be able to
insure anyone against loss of life. If this were to be considered
76 Nuccio Ordine, “Speech in Megaron Plus”. Athens, Oct. 5 2015, published by
Agra editions (Greek and Italian).
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of an immeasurable economic value it would only introduce inﬁnite risk, making business impossible. End of the story and of
the insurance business.
You can, of course, call Art priceless; I do so often and I really mean it. In a poetic and sentimental way. But I will certainly
not hold markets responsible for not being able to perceive and
respond to the priceless value of Art.
But let us for a moment leave the markets aside; how does
Ordine, in this case, perceive this priceless value? In what sense
is that something more than a way to express his deep and just
appreciation for Art?
I feel there is no practical attachment to such expressions.
What would someone like Ordine suggest as a response? How
would he practically respond to the priceless nature of Art?
I doubt that there can be any such response. And I, therefore, do not expect the markets either to have any response
to oﬀer.
One more side eﬀect of this discussion about priceless things
is to get carried away and lose sight of the monetary value. Or
even to use this approach as an excuse to avoid the monetary
trivialities. Greece is a prominent example of failing to make any
gain from its many “priceless” treasures. You will ﬁnd in Greece
a lot of people talking about the priceless value, while doing
nothing to collect some of the abundant monetary value. You
will even ﬁnd such people carrying out strikes at museums, in
this way denying Japanese and other Far Eastern visitors their
one and only lifetime opportunity to see the Acropolis.
The markets understand Art as much as Ordine and I do:
probably better. We may not always agree with the valuations
they make, just as we may not agree to pay a certain amount
for the latest model of Toyota. There is absolutely no evidence
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that we can talk about any market failure here.
Talking about Art I have often felt how short term is the approach taken by people. Is it true that the market values some
popular rap singer far higher than someone like Beethoven?
Truly, Beethoven may have fewer listeners, and sales, compared to popular rap singers. But Beethoven has been around
for 160 years and will be so for many more in the future; the rap
singer will not be. Therefore, how wrong is Beethoven’s valuation?
The true issue is not some poor valuation of Beethoven’s music by the markets. This completely misses the point. The true issue, one I will come back to later, is to elaborate on the nature
of all this great value, scientiﬁc and artistic, inherited by us from
the past. Who receives this value, who owns it, who manages
it? Unfortunately, all this constant and unfounded criticism on
imaginary market failures just succeeds in overshadowing this
highly important issue.
In Ordine’s approach one must again notice the same line of
pure, old, platonic thinking: again and again the same ideal form
(the value of Art in this case) that cannot be approximated by
the blurred and poor image oﬀered to us by our imperfect markets. At least Ordine will not launch any major oﬀensive against
our imperfect tools and their users. Besides, Mao Zedong has
already exhausted this topic, in his murderous cultural revolution, when he practically engaged in the “noble” eﬀort to reach
the true value of culture, the one that the miserable and imperfect markets and their many worthless supporters would never
understand.

Tradable and non-tradable goods: a blurred line
Is education a tradable good? Health? Leg room in the plane? In-
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ternet speed? Blood and human organs? Child labor? Your vote
in the elections maybe? What about the waiting line services
advertised by linestanding.com? This company pays people for
lining up in huge queues for tickets high in demand, in place
of their clients, whose time is apparently more expensive and
therefore economically justiﬁes the transaction. Is this a fair
transaction, something we would accept as an ingenious response to the supply and demand paradigm, or is it something
we would rather reject on the grounds of queue ethics, equality, or whatever other argument?
There are so many questions of this kind, questions where
we would most likely disagree with other people’s views. Not
rarely are we surprised, often unpleasantly, by the opinions
raised on such matters even by close acquaintances, in the
course of some casual talk and exchange of ideas. This only
shows how new, constantly emerging, diverse and ultimately
controversial such issues are. In some cases, we could, ourselves, remain uncertain, unable to reach some solid verdict.
What is the borderline, if any, between markets and society?
This is the question underlying such a divergence of opinion.
Of course there are the two extreme positions: communist
or fascist collectivists that wish to abolish any notion of markets
and leave all decisions in the realm of the state or some instrument thereof; and libertarians, who ﬁercely advocate that markets are our best bet for every conceivable human activity.
I would argue that these two extremes are only keen to
build a theory. A clean, non-failing, generally and faultlessly applicable theory. Of course there is nothing intrinsically bad in
such an endeavor. One only has to be clear minded and bold
enough to realize that such crisp and infallible theories hardly
ever exist. After Newton’s theory fell, under certain conditions,
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to Einstein’s relativity theory, we should have become wiser.
We should not expect so much from laws and theories. We
should be keen to uncover the exception, rather than to manipulate and deform it to ﬁt our ideal pattern. We should be
thrilled, rather than fearful, to touch on the outliers.
Some may notice here that more and more things are allocated to markets. Issues once resolved in society now have a
price tag attached. I think it is really so, but I do not see why
we should be so concerned about it. In some cases, I personally
may be in favor of this trend, in other cases not. For sure, I do
not believe there is some theory behind it. It is rather a matter
of values and personal preferences. This is what guides our responses to the questions at the beginning of this chapter.
Then, for sure there is also an opposite trend. There are
things taken out of the market realm. Human slavery is the
most profound example. For centuries it was moderated in the
market. Until Mr. Watt came around with his steam engine and
abolished it completely. At that moment our ethics changed.
Slavery was not acceptable anymore; humans were not tradable goods anymore.
Does technology then drive our ethics? Of course it does!
There can hardly be any better example of this than of slavery.
There, where so many philosophers and passionate revolutionaries failed, technology succeeded. Acknowledging that technology drives our ethics may leave a void in some people; it is
nonetheless truly so. And just as technology neutralized slavery
and took human bodies out of the markets, similarly unbelievable things may happen in the future. Things that may shatter
our cherished beliefs and our wonderful theories. Things that
may make us appear as utterly primitive beings to our remote
descendants in that future time. Imagine for a moment humans
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moving out of scarcity. We know that such a development
would immediately turn all our economic theories and laws of
supply and demand into a useless bulk. If the vision of a postscarcity society comes into reality, much of what we know and
practice today in our societies will then immediately appear
ineﬃcient if not barbaric; it will receive its just place in the museum of mankind, next to the obsolete slave of the American
South.
Or imagine what it would mean if Ri in’s zero marginal cost
theory77 became massively (and not just sporadically as I think
is currently the case) validated in practice. The beneﬁt of the
big would vanish; all the hierarchical organizational models that
were built to support it would immediately lose sense.
Such bends in the course of civilization are most likely to
happen. And they will shake and reshape our ethical system just
as fundamentally as Mr. Watt’s notorious engine did: if not far
more than that.
In the end, I see markets as a pragmatic tool; they are far
from any ideal platonic construct, pinned and untouchable in
heaven. Yes, they have been validated successfully over many,
many years. Yes, they have generated unique wealth. Whenever confronted, distorted or outlawed by statist approaches,
great disasters have resulted.
Similarly, I see it as quite naive to consider that markets may
oﬀer a substitute for values. You will never succeed in making
the young love learning by creating economic incentives for
them to do well with their exams. Such incentives will not instill
in them the value of politeness and of saying “thank you” after
they receive some gift. Nor will you have any chance in hand77 In the next chapter I will get back to this topic and review some of Jeremy
Ri in’s work and especially his inﬂuential book, “Zero Marginal Cost Society”.
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ing out ﬁnancial beneﬁts to people to motivate them to stay on
their diet, hoping that in this way you will combat obesity.
These are three of many examples that are oﬀered by Michael Sandel. Sandel78 considers such activities as bordering on
bribery, in the sense that they undermine and distort values
such as education, politeness, and an inner feeling of balance,
by trying to somehow expedite or inﬂuence them by monetary
means. To me, they seem so naive, short living and ineﬃcient
as practices, that I ﬁnd it diﬃcult to see any trace of bribery in
them.
I do, however, believe such ﬁnancial incentives can be a dangerous approach indeed. Sandel mentions the case of Becker,
who in 1987 in the US suggested that immigrants should only
be admitted into the US after they paid 50,000 USD. He proposed this not solely with a money collecting purpose in mind.
He also believed that, in this way, people more compatible with
the West would be admitted. Which, in my mind, is a reinstatement, from the right this time, of the leftist myth that terrorism
has a class background. And that if you raise the ﬁnancial bar
you will keep out all the fanatics, the actual and potential terrorists. Which in the light of the many follow up events seems
today a most absurd idea.

Money can’t buy you love...
Markets are for the short term transaction. Values are for the
purpose of life. And ethics are for our interactions with each
other, beyond the market. Values and ethics, as with everything
of a long term nature, are outside the realm of markets. We
should not expect much from them in moderating such issues.
78 Michal Sandel, “What Money Can’t Buy. The Moral Limits of Markets”. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2012.
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Taking this point seriously puts aside a lot of misunderstanding.
One cannot, therefore, unless particularly naive, expect
markets and a monetary oriented mindset to facilitate making
friends, or falling in love, or gaining true respect about one’s
intellectual achievements. The Beatles summarized this most
succinctly, half a century ago: Money can’t buy you love. Love
and all deeper purpose in our lives lies completely outside the
scope of markets.
This said, even if the obvious cases are put aside, it will still
not be possible to trace any clear line between what should be
moderated in the markets and what not. There will always be
important theaters allowing their customers to cut short the
queue and there will be others that will reject this idea. And
there is absolutely nothing bad about either decision.
There is no doubt that, especially in the last 20-30 years, we
live in an ocean of advertisements. I suspect this trend will further intensify and diversify. People may soon show up with a
ﬁrst name like ProcterGamble; others may print ads on their
foreheads, or display haircut logos on their heads, or consent
to have their houses and their cars carry advertising messages something that, in fact, is already happening.
One may ﬁnd all this annoying; I often do so. Are such acts,
however, really desecrating and commercializing our deeper
social values? I personally very much doubt it. I see here no
threat from markets at all; I rather see a challenge. I see ample
opportunity to allow one to realize how much one really values certain things. And if in the end he decides to go for the
logo haircut, still it is not the end of the world. It is just that he
made his choice and I see nothing to feel so bad about. Unless,
of course, this is not really his choice but one dictated by his appalling ﬁnancial situation, resulting in a fake and not genuinely
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voluntary exchange. This I am more concerned about, because
this works the other way around. Instead of markets crowding
out values, I see here rather the markets being distorted by extreme poverty. Poverty then crowds out voluntary exchanges.
I will come back later to this issue, when talking about the rationale of redistribution. As a short introduction here, voluntary
exchanges, in my view, are imperative for eﬃcient market operation. And extreme poverty or whatever other reason should
not be allowed to crowd them out.
Coming back to our values and our ethics, it is not any ad
ocean that threatens them. Let us look more to our badly performing, rigid and outdated educational methods. Then, when
we grow up, a true menace for values and ethics stems from
the cheap, big and void words that are continuously uttered
by the system of representation and to which we are continuously exposed through the many media outlets. As if values
could ever be represented! As if ethics are not always a matter of personal action and sacriﬁce. The idea that safeguarding
and leveraging values and ethics is some process external to us,
one that many representatives would boldly volunteer to lead,
is only laughable.
Whenever the individual is marginalized and paralyzed, either consciously or by manipulation, in front of some big collective goal and narrative, that is when I am mostly concerned
about values and ethics. This has historically been the major
path towards the most notorious value misuse. And even today, this is far from some theoretical fear; it is a bleak and a
dominant reality, one that has led people to abstain from civic
life at an unprecedented level. And it is also something in which
the system of representative governance has played a very important and pervasive role, not only undermining values and
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ethics but also contributing to the recent emergence of populism: a most ridiculous and collectivist, so professed, guardian
of values.
Markets may challenge and expose our values, but they do
not crowd them out. Underperforming education is what prevents values from properly developing and an overweight and
overzealous representation system is what later weakens and
erodes them.
Sandel gives some examples where, in his view, markets distort (“corrupt” is the term he uses) the true content of values,
and I think these deserve a bit more attention.
An interesting example presented by Sandel is that of the
village of Wolfenschiessen79.
Wolfenschiessen is a spot in central Switzerland that was
planned to receive the nuclear waste of the country. In 1993,
shortly before a referendum on the issue, a survey was carried
out there asking whether the villagers would vote in favor of
the plan if the Swiss parliament proposed to have the treatment plant built there. A slim majority (51%) of residents said
then that, yes, they would accept it. Such was their display of
trust and civic responsibility.
Then the surveyors posed a diﬀerent question. What if some
compensation, some economic incentive, was oﬀered to make
the plan more digestible? To their great surprise they then registered the approval ﬁgure of 51% going down to 25%.
Sandel presents this as a noteworthy instance where people
resisted this tendency of markets to crowd out and corrupt values.
I see it as a rare, indeed, a welcome case of high citizen re79 Michal Sandel, “What Money Can’t Buy. The Moral Limits of Markets”. Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 2012, page 49.
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sponsibility. However, I have to confess that, should the people
had accepted the incentive, they would not have gone down
much on my esteem scale. I also think that the response might
not have been absolutely genuine. Being asked these two questions, one after the other, reveals your true intention and makes
the people want to resist the idea that they can be bought oﬀ.
And so they rejected the incentive proposal. Besides, a few
years later it was decided, with no objections now, that the
community would receive 3,000,000 USD per year to host the
treatment plant80.
Yes, there can be such instances and, yes, it is also a good
idea to single them out and disseminate them as noteworthy
practices. I do however reject the idea of some sinister market
corrupting things. At least, I do so in this particular case. And so
did, as it turned out, the people in question.
Another critique is raised against what is known as the
Kyoto protocol; this allows rich countries or companies to buy
credits whenever they exceed their emissions quota. Simply
put, they ﬁnd it more cost eﬃcient to fund some environmental project in a third world country that has not consumed its
emissions quota instead of trying to achieve the same environmental impact in their own more sophisticated, and therefore
most costly, country. Thus they buy the allowance to emit more
and compensate by equally reducing the emissions in the third
world country.
I have always found this practice a wonderful concept: a
clear win-win situation. Yet Sandel is critical again; he suspects
that the environment is being commodiﬁed and irresponsibility
is seeping in.
80 Christian Science Monitor, “A Swiss Mountain May Soon Be Alive With Nuclear Waste”, Oct. 3, 1995.
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Irresponsibility? Who is being irresponsible here? The company as a collective can bear no responsibility; I have elaborated
in depth on this aspect. No such thing exists! This leaves us with
the CEO and a few highly ranking oﬃcers. This is the fact of the
matter.
Of course these people have a greater responsibility than
an average person. Of course society must demand more from
them than from the little shop owner around the corner.
Yet, the great responsibility of the corporate CEO is to generate proﬁts, create employment and observe the law. This is
his great and unique responsibility. And the more I hear about
corporate social responsibility and the like, the more suspicious
I get. There is no greater responsibility than creating employment. And to do this you ﬁrst need to create proﬁts. Do we
really understand this and what it means? Is it so easy and so
obvious and so far short of our expectations, that we have this
strong inner urge to further enhance it with some 5% recycling
increase? Will this add so much to our appreciation? Or is it that
such details are often emphatically called upon by corporations, exactly when the main goal has been missed and in order
to draw our attention away from the really important things
into some minor details?
Unfortunately, a CEO could become far more popular if he
funded some walrus preservation project in the Nordic circle
rather than if he increased employment and raised the wellbeing of the company employees. The ﬁrst will make the headlines; the second may, most likely, go unnoticed.
This is why I am suspicious about too much environmental
stewardship. This is why the Kyoto exchange remains in my
eyes a wonderful win-win tool to solve optimally very complex
global problems. And it is far from being some market oﬀensive
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to crowd out environmental responsibility.
Overall, we must come to terms with the fact that there will
always be many diﬀerent points of view, as regards the frontier
between markets and society. I do not exclude the potential
for markets to crowd out values. Maybe, however, education
is the best approach to address such cases and not any market
restriction or market phobia. In any case, diﬀerent views here
are welcome and nothing to make us worry. It is more a reason
to celebrate our diversity.
And it brings us again to realize that democracy has a true
and deep purpose. That of allowing exchanges, debates and
eventually decisions, in an environment where there will always
be many views. Welcome, reasonable, acceptable and non-aggressive views. Even if they are not the same as our own.

The scale economy under siege
Scale economy is about the inherent advantage of big size.
In economics, the greater the size of an activity the lower the
so-called marginal cost, i.e., the additional cost required to increase production by one unit.
But scale economy does not apply just to the narrow economic context; it has prevailed throughout history and has
extended well outside economics. Size and brute force usually
had the odds on their side. It was largely under this bleak law of
the invincible scale that history rolled out.
A law, no doubt, but a statistical rather than a causal one. As
such it was underpinned by some notable exceptions: when,
for example, David challenged and overcame the mighty Goliath; when Leonidas and his 300 stood up against the vast numbers of the Persians. And many more.
Scale could then only be beaten by extreme bravery, abnor-
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mal intelligence and soul power. This is why those moments
where the big scale lost to the much smaller one would often
signal some unique bend in history, well recorded in the books
and deeply engraved in our historical memory.
In the 19th Century the advent of the industrial revolution
was the moment when the advantage of scale took an extraordinary dimension. Steam not only liberated the slaves, who
were now much more useful as workers rather than slaves, but
it also “enslaved” millions of small family workshop-enterprises
that were gradually rendered uncompetitive, shutting down
their workshops one after the other and being forced to join
the emerging large monopolies of the time, or face extreme
poverty and starvation. Here is how Ri in81 records this:
The concentration of ownership of the means of production by
the capitalists and the subjugation of labor to capital would come
to deﬁne the class struggle by the late eighteenth century…
Steam as a technology was strongly characterized by scale
economy. Manufacturing would have to grow big in order to
reap the inherent scale advantage of the steam. This is how the
social and economic landscape emerged in those days. Chase
Rachels82, looking into and commenting on that era, points out
that although that period might seem to us - contemporary
people - utterly bleak, although work conditions were truly horrendous and child labor rampant, it still represented a moment
of progress. There is no doubt that the industrial revolution set
the foundations of the high living standards of our times. And,
let it not be forgotten, it was steam that liberated the slaves.
Karl Marx, responding implicitly to the usual critique for the

81 Jeremy Ri in, “The Zero Marginal Cost Society: The Internet of Things, the
Collaborative Commons, and the Eclipse of Capitalism”. Palgrave Macmillan,
page 40.
82 Christopher Chase Rachels, “A Spontaneous Order: The Capitalist Case For A
Stateless Society”. Jacksons - Balham, London. Kindle Edition, page 217.
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slavery in the ancient world, and Greece in particular, quoted83,
Slavery cannot be abolished without the steam-engine.
It is diﬃcult to contradict Rachel’s point. He is right in his assessment; but it is also true that so many people of the time
could not cope with their everyday lives; and that they longed
and were ready to ﬁght for fewer work hours, for better work
conditions, for the outlawing of child labor.
But can these two seemingly contradictory views really be
both simultaneously right? Oh yes they can! In fact, it has happened a lot of times. It happens usually when the historical moment is not ready to appreciate the most deep and precious
human needs: freedom above all. It happened when Spartacus
revolted against the Romans. Who can put the blame on him
for his deed? But if you then look at it from the point of view of
the Romans, they were also right to go against him and seek to
crush him. All ancient civilization, Roman, Greek, Egyptian and
so on, all of it would not have existed without slaves. We should
keep this always in mind and easy emotions should not thwart
us in seeing the full picture, from appreciating the dramatic constraints posed by any moment in time.
Spartacus’s moment had just not come; he was trapped in
the dynamics of his time. It is as simple as that. His struggle was
a heroic one indeed, but a vain one as well. Even if his slaves
had prevailed they would soon thereafter have enslaved others
to do their previous jobs. This in fact happened in several other
slave revolts. It could never have happened otherwise. Even
the great founder of logic failed to see beyond the constraints
of his time. So strong are they. Aristotle considered slavery a
selection of nature!
83 Karl Marx, “The German Ideology”. International Publishers Co, 1970, page
61.
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Mr. Watt, who invented the steam engine, would fundamentally challenge that bleak reality, many centuries later. It was for
him to virtually trigger the process of slavery elimination.
Freedom was only then made possible for all. Or at least
started to become so.
In this way it is absurd to demonize the industrial revolution
because of the misery and exploitation that went with it. It is
equally ridiculous to condemn the massive labor movement
that emerged in those days: one that signaled the birth of socialism, the theory that haunted humanity for so many decades
until recently - until its practical implementations here and there
totally and ﬁrmly discredited it.
Why did socialism then, despite its noble principles and altruistic origin, end up as such a grandiose failure? Was it because
its prominent leaders, Stalin, Mao, etc., were bad and ineﬃcient guys? Possibly, yes, that played its role; these were truly
bad and ineﬃcient people. There is no reason why better intentioned, more reasonable and less murderous people could not
have taken the helm of socialism. This may then have spared
us many millions of murders; it would not however have saved
socialism from its destiny.
Socialism failed, and it failed completely, for more than one
reasons. At this point I will focus on one of them, related to our
topic here: its analysis of the scale economy.
Karl Marx developed his theory in a period where scale
economy was the dominant model. Companies were day after
day getting bigger and bigger. The many small workshops of
the time were shutting down and their owners becoming employees and workers. He was right in realizing this true trend;
he was totally wrong in considering that all this was something
that would continue endlessly in the future, some inherent trait
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of capitalism.
Marxism was built on this grave erroneous hypothesis: that
monopolies would conquer everything leaving nothing but
misery and poverty. And that the working class should organize and ﬁght against this dreadful prospect; it should conquer
power, expropriate all productive means and have the state
monopolize, for its own beneﬁt, the whole economy.
Yet, scale economy and monopolistic prevalence did not
turn out to be inherent to capitalism, as Marx suspected; who
can point out one stable monopoly today? Facebook maybe?
Well, ask the Chinese, and you will see that they are out to challenge even this.
There is ﬁerce competition across all lines of business; there
are millions of small companies, extremely eﬃcient and with no
intention of being swallowed up by any big mammoth. Even
more than this, there are an amazing number of instances of
shared economy. Millions of small entrepreneurs liaising with
Airbnb. Millions of developers writing code applications on
Facebook, Google or a great number of open source platforms
and making at least part of their living from the same business
model as the large center. A mutually beneﬁcial symbiosis, so to
speak, between the large and the small.
Karl Marx would feel very awkward, to say the least, if he
were able to throw an eye on modern economy and society. He
would solemnly see the death of socialism, physical and ethical; he would then also witness the complete opposite of what
he had predicted, the total collapse of his main premise, upon
which his whole theory was built.
Scale economy is today very far from being as predominant
as he predicted it would be; other drivers have emerged in between - numerous new and innovative business models - and
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all these have made the raging commercial battle between big
and big, big and small, small and small more dubious than ever.
In the West, we live indeed in a much better world: far more
exciting times, far many more years to live. But also, on the
global scale, while Earth now supports seven billion compared
to the one billion of the time of Marx, extreme poverty all over
the planet is moving downwards. This is the mere truth, and the
many problems existing cannot, in any way, blur the beauty of
this big picture.
This is the scale of the success of freedom: in societies and
economies. This is the response of the market economy and its
main driver, technology. And all this, would have left Karl Marx
and his many peers rather speechless. And somewhat sad, also.

The market economy and capitalism
To be fair, Ri in draws a clear line between capitalism and
markets; he considers capitalism a development of the industrial revolution, one characterized by capital accumulation to
achieve the scale beneﬁt, as discussed above. On the contrary,
market exchanges existed well before capitalism; they go
deep into our past. However, as recently as the feudal world,
subsistence deﬁned the everyday lives of most people. Market
exchanges and trading existed but they were limited and represented something rather insigniﬁcant with regard to the wealth
produced.
It was the change of the energy model that signaled the end
of the subsistence economy and the feudal world. With the
new water and air turbines land could be much more proﬁtable
than it used to be in the past. Here is how Ri in illustrates it84:
84 Jeremy Ri in, “The Zero Marginal Cost Society: The Internet of Things, the
Collaborative Commons, and the Eclipse of Capitalism”. Palgrave Macmillan,
page 34.
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The dramatic productivity gains brought on by the fulling mill
made it economical and highly proﬁtable to switch land use from
growing food for subsistence to raising sheep for export and exchange in markets.
Serfs ceased to be tied down to their land; instead they were
now kicked out of it as more productive and promising uses of
land were now possible. Those who made it through this dramatic transition would be able to trade their labor in an emerging marketplace. Now on the basis of a contract rather than any
of the other social norms of the past.
One tends to consider that capitalism followed feudalism.
This is hardly the case, however, as a strong market economy
emerged between the two of them, in the medieval times, with
a new burgher class of traders and small manufacturers setting
in and challenging the feudal order.
Ri in draws this line between the emergence of a market
economy, powered by water and air, and capitalism, powered
by steam. He even notes85 that Marx missed this fundamental diﬀerence between these two development steps: market
economy and capitalism.
Marx, like other intellectuals of the period, also failed to
diﬀerentiate the feudal economy from the medieval one that
grew out of it, famously and mistakenly remarking that “the
hand-mill gives you society with the feudal lord; the steammill, society with the industrial capitalist.” In fact, wind energy
helped fundamentally alter power relations away from the feudal lord and toward the townsmen and the rising burgher class
of the medieval era.
In the 18th Century capitalism would gradually put aside wa85 Jeremy Ri in, “The Zero Marginal Cost Society: The Internet of Things, the
Collaborative Commons, and the Eclipse of Capitalism”. Palgrave Macmillan,
page 33.
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ter and air in favor of steam. Water and air would never have
liberated the slaves. A water mill could only replace the labor of
a few citizens. That was just not enough to provide for all the
labor required. Steam would dramatically increase this replacement factor. And in doing so, slaves were made redundant.
This came at a price, however. Almost all of this established
burgher class would now, in the realm of the new energy
model, turn out to be outright incompetent; it would abandon
its battered workshops, sell oﬀ its tools and seek work in the
emerging large enterprises, with their capitalist owners. The industrial revolution had set in.

Capitalism, markets and the commons
I do not feel in line with Ri in’s idea about the impending
eclipse of capitalism. In 2016 the Fortune 500 companies generated wealth which amounted to 40% of the global GDP86. On
the other hand, there is no doubt that our era is vastly diﬀerent
from the time of the industrial revolution. Small can truly exist today - in a competitive way, not at risk of being swallowed
up by the big. And to make things even more complex in many
cases, there is even a synergy between small and big (Airbnb,
Uber, etc.).
Then there is a matter of subjective appetite. Not rarely, high
ranking executives move out of their jobs into more boutique
frameworks. Even the mighty banking sector is not left outside
this trend. Banks, oﬀering lucrative jobs, complain more and
more about a lack of talent, as more and more highly qualiﬁed
and skillful young people opt for boutique settings87.
Truly we are witnessing hyper competitive, eﬀective and to86 http://fortune.com/2016/07/22/global-500-in-6-charts/
87 Financial Times, “Lenders struggle”. Dec 9, 2015.
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tally decentralized peer to peer models of doing business. And
this is a great novelty of our times, one we should only take
pride and joy in. Because it increases the diversity of our options, because our chances for a “ﬁt” are massively increased in
such a complex and diversiﬁed environment.
Speaking from my own experience, I came at some moment in time to realize that I was not ﬁt for the executive mold;
I would rather do something of my own, something better,
with a small company of friends, regardless of what the opportunity cost might be (and eventually was). Life is, after all, far
more than an opportunity cost decision. Looking closer into my
personal track I came to see that I was something of an anarchic breed: I never enjoyed hierarchies; in fact, I suﬀocated in
their entourage. I discovered peer to peer practices and built
my whole life around them. Thrilled as I might have been, I was
often forced to realize that not all people took the same views
and shared the same values. That my precious non-hierarchical
world meant nothing to them and they would happily trade it
oﬀ for some better money, higher up the ladder. Others, then,
despite being good professionals, would take no great interest in work whatsoever and would rather minimize this part of
their life for the sake of their beloved hobbies, their free time,
family, relationships, etc.
When you get passionate about something it might initially be painful to see that not all share your passion. But the
second thought should only relax you. Why get disappointed
when they fail to share your passion? In the end it is only about
yourself and how you resonate in the world. It is about your
claim to individualism; and individualism can take many shapes,
may appear in many colors and indulge in many sounds. And it
does not need applause or approval. Nor does it need to make
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a lot of noise; “live unnoticed” was how Epicurus, a father of
individualism, put it. There is only one thing individualism is not
compatible with. Aggression.
I think this is not exactly what underpins Ri in’s approach.
He rejoices in the sharing, peer to peer and collaborative commons of our times. But he is also keen to touch upon and
decipher some law unfolding beneath it. He senses a causal
movement towards what he calls an eclipse of capitalism. A
capitalism that he conceives in the narrow sense of the word,
not including all market exchanges but restricted to the big
capital, that one will read about in Fortune 500.
I ﬁnd this step very risky and not really supported by evidence.
But also in the case of the broader and non-capitalist market
exchange, Ri in, even if somewhat more mildly now, is again
critical. He seems to believe that the close-to-zero marginal cost
that truly fuels sharing practices via the generation and distribution of a free, great and unique value over the Internet - in the
form of software, music, education, etc. - is bound to gradually
dominate and put aside the market exchange model.
Once again, in principle I am happy with Ri in’s observations and with all this truly unfolding revolution he accurately
describes. I even consider myself a part of it. I think, however,
he is being unfair and wrong with regard to market exchanges.
Unfair, because he does not adequately emphasize the blessings that market exchange has brought with it. Market exchange has long been the only way to generate and distribute,
practically and optimally, social value. It has raised the global
population from one to seven billion. The other instrument that
sought to do something similar in a better way was statism,
both right and left. With respect to the hundreds of millions
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murdered by statism I believe the market exchange deserves a
more just assessment.
Then I also believe Ri in is wrong in his idea that sharing will
challenge and eventually outgrow markets. Again, there is no
such evidence. At least when one looks at the full picture.
Let us see an example where sharing is profound and well
established and for a moment it seems to justify Ri in’s view.
Now, take a closer look, and you will also see the traditional
market aspect. It is an example from the open source software
industry which I ﬁnd to be fairly typical of the kind of soft (nonmaterial) goods found on the Internet.
Joomla! is one of the major CMS (content management systems) software frameworks used to build demanding and professional web sites. This software is delivered absolutely free
under a GNU license and is developed and constantly upgraded
by a community in which thousands participate.
This is a typical case of Ri in’s sharing and near zero marginal cost. Anyone can download and install Joomla! and easily set
up his own web site. He can even delete the acknowledgments
to the community. No restrictions.
Now, besides the large community contributing to the maintenance of Joomla!, there is another one that develops extensions to it. These are various add-on functionalities that a user
may need for his web site. This second community of extension
developers often overlaps with the ﬁrst one. Thus, one person
may participate in the open source community and assist the
development of Joomla! and at the same time run his own company and develop related extensions.
These extensions are usually low in price; they may also be
oﬀered for free unless you wish to purchase support services.
Provided they ﬁt your requirements, these add-ons can be very
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helpful and good value for money; it would therefore make
no sense to embark on a proprietary development, although
Joomla!’s open architecture fully allows you to do so. Typically,
such add-ons are your best option.
How do we sum up this case?
First, there is no doubt that there is massive free value distributed on the Internet. Second, there is a great range of related add-on services and modules that are sellable at a low
price. Overall what happens is that we have a sharing model
combined with a market model. We have both worlds in one.
Although someone can set up his web site totally free he is far
more likely to pay out some money to get his site to the standard he wishes and to obtain features which are not oﬀered by
the basic CMS engine.
I ﬁnd it very hard to see how one can possibly move completely out of a market model into a sharing one. Whatever an
individual’s living standards may be, it would be inconceivable
that he would be able to live up to them unless he engages in
some sort of a market exchange.
Sharing models have been around for some time now. As
Ri in points out, they generate world-class and unique value
(e.g. the Linux operating system powering the majority of our
data centers). Market models also continue to be present, with
no signs of retreat. Again it is the diversity of the oﬀerings that
skyrockets, the ability to ﬁnd exactly what you need as well as
the option to trade time (to develop things of your own) with
money (to purchase necessary add-ons). This trade is the essence of the market exchange.
Once again it seems to me that we miss the really essential
thing: this truly grand sharing experience of our times and the
vastly great diversity of choice oﬀered by the magic fourth
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wave of the industrial revolution. We miss what is great and pay
attention to that miserable socialist voice still breathing somewhere and urging us to “condemn the market, condemn the
market”.
The sharing and the free market exchange models are a
powerful combination, leveraging our possibilities and our deﬁnition of quality of life. The one needs the other.
Ri in says a lot about the new, so-called “Copyleft” culture
that is settling in as a substitute for the old fashioned Copyright.
Yet, in all his books he still opts for:
Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy
of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright,
please notify the publisher.
Thus, counter arguing his very position.
I doubt whether without this essential clause we could enjoy
the high quality books of our times. And this would then also,
most likely, prevent us from engaging in the unique and fulﬁlling opportunity of sharing.

Property and sharing
Talking about sharing it is impossible not to spill over into the
notion of property. Sharing is beyond property; yet, property is
fundamental to markets.
Is property immoral, as goes the typical spearhead attack of
socialists?
Property is a direct result of scarcity. In conditions of abundance, property makes no sense. Who owns stones, or air? Scarcity, however, creates conditions for tension and antagonism.
Property is a way to resolve this and to secure social peace.
This is, in short, the unique service provided by property, and
the rights that come bundled up with it. It is the best means we
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ever had to mediate these potential conﬂicts. Let us try for a
moment to imagine a collective from which one has removed
the condition of property. We could only do this successfully if
we are capable of visualizing chaos.
There is no doubt that at the origins and in all the long track
record of property one will ﬁnd hideous acts of aggression.
Property that may today seem natural and peaceful might have
been conﬁscated with violence and terror many centuries ago.
Either in its initial appropriation or somewhere on the way, as it
moved from one person to another. All this violence associated
with the accumulation of property requires only basic knowledge of history and some straightforward and simple reasoning; and it is essentially what creates for many a feeling of immorality.
Others may even question the logic and the ethics behind
property inheritance. Why should wealth be transferred to people who have contributed nothing to its creation? How meritocratic is this in the end? Why not return it to the collective?
All that the above critique essentially does is to criticize a human construct (property) serving a unique goal (conﬂict avoidance and resolution). And to criticize it by juxtaposing it to some
vague idea of fairness and morality. Nothing really beyond this.
And, of course, its critics are unable to propose any alternative
mechanism to which to delegate this important service.
Critique against property is therefore naive and utterly unjust. If you have to secure, as much as possible, the non-aggressive co-existence of the seven billion living on earth you need a
practical and clearly deﬁned instrument; your rebellion against
the unethical track of property through the centuries is of little
help. This may help you to feel a good and sensitive person but
will oﬀer no solution to our key problem here. In fact, it will usu-
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ally make it much worse. While the Marxist cry was that the
proletariat had nothing to lose but its chains, Marxism resulted
in a great number of the proletariat losing their lives and their
freedom, besides their property. Once again, we are reminded
by history that big and untested ideas sow the seed of disaster
alone.
Why then did the Marxists not try to test their ideas on a
smaller scale, before applying them on a global scale to liberate
the world’s proletariat? Small scale testing is no trivial task. This
is the safe method that took man out of the caves: experimentation, testing on a small scale, validating or rejecting, moving
then to a larger scale.
Is this not obvious to all? Of course not, Marxists will shout!
These simple truths, these basic drivers of progress have
never been endorsed by totalitarian-minded ideologies. These
have always been inspired by blind faith, rather than reason.
They have preached salvation and not proof. They have aimed
at putting the whole of the world under their grip and not at,
step by step, winning the minds and the hearts of people.
I would only like to believe that, after the 20th Century, never
again will man be so naive as to give in to the fat and fake words
promising heaven only to open to him the doors of hell.
Overall, property is mostly a practical concept. It is nothing
pure and wise and perfect granted to us by some deity. It is a
practical human construct, by far the best we have ever had to
secure some degree of harmony and justice. This said, it bears
all the weaknesses of all human endeavor. What we can do is
to strive to make it better, more perfect: not to demolish it and
substitute it with any of the many fanciful ideas brought along
by the cunning and the naive. We can also test alternative working models; discovering new things is never a bad idea. As long
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as they emerge naturally, they move from small to large, and
they oﬀer proof of concept and are not forcefully imposed just
because somebody had some glorious dream about how to
save the world.
To link to the previous discussion on Ri in, yes, I do believe
that there really are complementary models to property emerging. Sharing is, again, the key word here. A sharing culture is settling in. I do not believe that this is coming to undermine property. Whether I like it or not, there is simply no such evidence.

About intellectual property
There are still areas where the application of property rights is
not at all straightforward and unanimously accepted. A most
hotly debated area is that of intellectual property.
Stefan Kinsella, in his “Against Intellectual Property” essay,
challenges the concept of intellectual property from a typical
libertarian viewpoint. He gives the example of someone inventing a house. According to intellectual property rights (IPR)
proponents, this should disallow other people from building a
house on their own property. This is, however, a limitation to
their own jurisdiction on their own property, something that
Kinsella ﬁnds inappropriate. For, if this was allowed to happen,
the inventor would have partial ownership of other people’s
property, which is, in his view, unacceptable.
Let me elaborate on Kinsella’s question; why should really
someone have his rights restricted because somebody else had
some big and innovative idea? There are two arguments here.
The ﬁrst one is that without IPR many industries (e.g. pharmaceuticals) would immediately shut down. They would go out
of business if they did not have protection for the many years
of research eﬀort that led to their discovery. Outside IPR, there
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would be no possible business model for them.
How does Kinsella respond to this reality - to this important
and very practical aspect of property?
Well, he does not respond. He suﬃces to pinpoint and prioritize some theoretic inconsistency rather than address a hugely
important practical issue. In my view, in such cases it is high
time to change and not to defend the theory.
There is also a second reason of equal, if not greater importance. Besides private property there is also public property
and public value. I am here referring to the very fact and not
to what one would prefer or would consider appropriate as
regards public property. If the landowner exercises his property rights, this will stiﬂe innovation that will not only devastate
the business that produced the IPR but will also infringe upon
society property rights and development, which are both dramatically increased by innovations. This brings us again to the
consistent failure of libertarians to acknowledge the reality of
public property and public value, something I will go into much
more detail on in the next chapter.
In summary, if the IPR is not respected this will undermine
innovation and compromise both the property of the aﬀected,
innovating, industry as well as the broader social value. Given
the importance of innovation for wealth generation it is overwhelmingly clear that the lost private value of the innovator in
addition to the lost public value dramatically exceed the value
of the property compromised because of the exercise of the
innovator’s IPR.
Let us not forget that property itself is primarily a practical
concept; it is not an ethical one. So it is only natural to expect
this practicality to also be preserved when discussing intellectual property.
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Kinsella and his libertarian peers stay indiﬀerent in front of
the practical issues of this highly important matter. They prefer
to stand for the purity of their deﬁnition.

The NAP and the trivia of purposeful behavior
The NAP (non-aggression principle) is a libertarian concept that
puts a priority on property rights and considers that no property
exchange is legitimate unless it occurs as a completely free and
voluntary exchange. Obviously property here includes one’s
own body, besides one’s other material possessions. The NAP
also considers that new property can be obtained via appropriation as long as this does not violate other people’s rights.
Let me now ask: “What is the morality of the appropriation
right reserved for the ﬁrst owner to claim some property?” I
can frankly see no moral advantage here; I even suspect that
ﬁrst-time appropriation might have followed a violent clash,
where the strongest won. So, why should we get so enthusiastic about a concept that has no true moral basis?
As explained above, I think it is the practicality of the approach that establishes its rationale and gives credit to it: not
its non-existent morals. Had it not been for this right, civilization would have quickly run into an impasse. There would have
been no option for the newcomer to appropriate and claim the
property. What would it then mean to wait for future comers to
decide in some obscure way on the fate of the property? Who
would these be? How long should one wait?
Clearly, no matter how upset socialists may be, there is no
other viable option than for the newcomer to appropriate and
start making use of the item found. I therefore have no other
solution but to accept this idea as something within the core
deﬁnition of property and, in particular, as a legitimate means
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of acquiring it.
Another point is to realize that as good as NAP may sound,
as promising a principle and as comprehensive it may be for organizing our collectives on the basis of liberal values, it has only
been made viable in our modern times. NAP application in the
ancient world would have required the elimination of slavery,
which was the most complete and severe form of aggression
against self-ownership. Elimination of slavery however would
have left the world of those days without “steam”. No progress would have been possible. The NAP clearly has no time
universality, and this again undermines it as a moral value and
leaves us with its practical beneﬁts alone. I bet that no modern
libertarian would have stood for the NAP three centuries ago.
There is, however, no reason to suggest that we are more
ethically advanced and sophisticated than people in those ancient days. Of course some free individuals in those days may
have practically revolted against slavery and may have released
their slaves. History documents such incidents, and for certain
there are far more that have taken place. Some individuals may
truly have been far more sensitive and humane than the norm.
Indeed, we need to venerate them for this unique display of
moral superiority. We cannot however expect such a code of
behavior from the average person, trapped in the cogwheels
of his time. Aristotle himself was trapped in a grave logical error when he assumed that slavery was a natural selection. Yet,
slaves were mostly those who had lost a war. How can nature
ever dictate who will lose a war and then be rendered a slave?
Aristotle, father of logic, failed to see this gross irrationalism.
Neither did he manage to reﬂect on the passions of his tutor,
Plato, who spent some time in slavery in Sicily. How much are
we then warranted to expect from the average person of his

1 76 || N i k o s S a k k as
age?
This is not to excuse slavery but to somehow explain it. Slavery existed not because people were evil but because it was a
practical manifestation of purposeful behavior. A behavior that
is inherent to humans. Let me for a moment detour into this
idea of “purposeful behavior”. It links to the idea of a priori
knowledge; in fact, it lives in the very realm of it. And it is a term
libertarians are very proud of.
***
A priori knowledge suggests that truth can also be reached via
reasoning and not through observation alone, as claimed by
the empiricists who refuse any knowledge resulting from nonsensory observation. Purposeful behavior, then, postulates
that humans act to achieve certain goals. That there is a strong
causality underlining their actions. That they seek to enhance
their condition at a minimal cost.
Emmanuel Kant is acknowledged to be among the fathers
of a priori knowledge. Ludwig von Mises and Hans-Hermann
Hoppe have transferred Kant’s causality to the libertarian theory. A very good summary of the progress of thought and of
the migration of causality and a priori knowledge into modern
libertarianism is provided by Rachels, in the introduction of his
book “A Spontaneous Order” (footnote 7 of this chapter).
I ﬁnd the concept of purposeful behavior quite obvious: a
valid and true axiom. Those who would reject this axiom would
immediately fall into a major logical error; they would be seeking to invalidate the axiom of purposeful behavior by engaging
themselves in such a behavior. This is called performative contradiction.
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I do, however, ﬁnd all this discussion quite trivial and of little
use. As I showed above, the NAP suﬀers from a lack of temporal
universality. As we saw, with regard to slavery, the widespread
adoption of the NAP would have been impossible in past times.
But how about spatial universality? Can the idea of purposeful
behavior help us at all in elucidating the various diﬀerent practices that took place in the same historical period?
What about the Spanish conquest of South America and the
hideous atrocities committed in its course? Is this also part of
meaningful behavior? Can Cortez seek refuge in his purposeful behavior? How can we, in other words, diﬀerentiate what is
tied up in the gear of time from that stemming from barbarism
and incompetence.
Through empiricism, and empirical evidence, alone: this is
my answer. Cortez and his fellows have no excuse, because in
the very same period the British colonized the north of America
and their practice, although of course not free from aggression,
stands out for its eﬃciency and for the beneﬁt it eventually created for both the colonizers and the colonies; this is why today
we have the US and we have Mexico and why there is a good
distance between the two of them.
Once again a priori knowledge, purposeful behavior and all
related theories fail to provide a way to systematically draw the
line here. Our world is far more complex than simplistic deterministic theories like it or would prefer it to be.
We need more sophisticated tools to address this complexity. We need to make the best of both worlds: a posteriori
knowledge, i.e., data reached through experiment and observation; and a priori knowledge, built on causality theories that
are supported by the former data collection. Natural sciences
operate harmoniously between these two realms; it is called
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theory and experiment. They went through a major depression
when Einstein showed the limitations of their long cherished
theories (Newton’s law). They did however recover. It is high
time for other scientiﬁc areas to more and more get used to the
idea. I would strongly suggest books like “The Black Swan” of
Nassim Nicholas Taleb, as a very good starting point for putting
some of our beloved, yet simplistic theories under some serious
scrutiny.

Conclusion
More than the victory of the small against the big that is at the
center of Ri in’s thought, I think that the profound ability to
practice individualism may be the true virtue of our times. We
have today, far more options than ever to consider for the
course of our life. Maybe this is what counts more.
In the meanwhile, I will not take any big arbitrary leap to
equate “big” with “bad”. Big companies, although maybe not
a ﬁt for me personally, generate value - unique value. As long as
I am dependent on this value and I make everyday use of it, it
is only illogical to launch any cheap argument oﬀensive against
big business. This said, one of course always reserves the right
to be critical, harshly critical if so required from the particular
circumstances.
I ﬁnd Ri in’s analysis truly admirable, especially in highlighting the prominence of the energy and communication models
in determining the track of history. I do not however think there
is enough evidence to talk about any impending eclipse of capitalism. What I see unfolding is not so much the revenge of small
David against big Goliath. This is there, yes, but I do not see it as
the most important development. What I am more concerned
about is diversity and individualism. And I would rather stick to
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that and not make any risky projections of my tiny little appetites against the course of history.
In short, the solid evidence we have is for the viability of the
small, not for the eclipse of the big. This is how I would sum
up the discussion on small and big, inspired mainly by Ri in’s
works. This is what its use is for this book of mine.
My conclusion would then be that if small is viable, so is democracy. Again.
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4. The value of the collective
Introduction
Libertarians consider the state utterly useless as well as aggressive and advocate its elimination. According to them, all
we need is a free market model, where individuals voluntarily
make contracts and exchange products and services. Some
may argue that it will take some time to completely eliminate
the state, and in the meanwhile some minimal version of it may
be required; yet this is a tactical issue of secondary importance.
Rachels, in a comprehensive libertarian approach88, challenges some widely held beliefs on education, poverty, health
care, etc. Overall, as is typical for libertarians, the ability of the
state to provide quality and competitive services is vehemently
questioned. According to Rachels the market would perform
far better and far more ethically in delivering these services.
I would rather not focus on the explicit arguments raised by
Rachels in his whole critique against the state. Overall there are
many points I would agree with; and some I would not. In any
case, any such radical ideas, where, for example, it is proposed
that we should completely deregulate the educational system,
call upon no empirical evidence. Being little more than a theoretical construct and a logical exercise, these ideas inevitably
come with a very high risk. I rather dislike full scale implemen88 Christopher Chase Rachels, “A Spontaneous Order: The Capitalist Case For A
Stateless Society”. Jacksons - Balham, London. Kindle Edition, page 197.
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tation of radical ideas, no matter how logically consistent they
may appear.
The key assumption made by Rachels that underpins the
whole of his analysis is his following quote.
Τhe only rights people have, according to free market anarchists
(libertarians), are property rights.
My key point of focus will be on “property rights”. I will argue that it is not only individuals that carry property rights; it
is also the collective. Even further, I am not just describing the
current situation, where this is obviously true, throughout the
world. A main ambition in this chapter will be to decipher the
rational and ethical basis of public property and to discuss these
unique services that are enjoyed and experienced within collectives. These are disregarded in Rachels’ approach; they do not
show up and are not included anywhere in his analysis. I have
said before that in the pure libertarian line of thought the collective is practically equated with the state. There are hardly any
references made to any collective outside the state; libertarians
are trapped in the dipole of the state and the individual. And
though they contribute a very interesting line of thought with
regard to this conﬂict, though they correctly, in my view, denounce statism as collectivism, they equate, as I said, the state
with the collective. That is where my disagreement becomes
fundamental.
The collective services manifest strictly at the collective level and as I will try to show they cannot be optimally delivered
through market mechanisms.
Before, however, getting to the market limitations I will
brieﬂy review these collective services. What is it that collectives have to oﬀer, if anything at all? Stirner condemned all
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collectives indiscriminately, Thatcher ridiculed the concept of
society and the libertarian thought hardly ever moves out of its
silence over all collectives, apart from the state.
After this introduction to the value of collective services, I
will discuss the inadequacy of the market model to manage
them.
In the next chapter, I will suggest that the state and its representation backup can oﬀer no serious alternative to ﬁll in
the voids I observe and I will present my opinion about whom
these services should be delegated to for their eﬀective management.

Departing from and entering collectives
In the previous chapter we saw that collectives nurture collectivism; if this was their only function then one might consider
doing away with them. Max Stirner would then be justiﬁed
in his idea and deep personal feeling that individuals are only
crushed within collectives.
True as this may have been in the past, I believe that collectives can also generate signiﬁcant positive value for their members. In short, I will try below to discuss what justiﬁes the existence of a collective. Where does it get its positive value from?
What reasons does someone have to remain part of it?
Clearly, these are only my thoughts. Stirner may have
laughed at them. He may have found them superﬁcial, hypocritical and without any substance.
***
I would then have advised Stirner to depart from the collective.
First we might have to deﬁne what exactly this would mean.
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And this is not trivial at all. The whole world is divided into nations. What can it mean to have someone leave all nation collectives? Maybe it means nothing; on the other hand, maybe we
should deﬁne some meaning for it.
I would have ﬁrst asked Stirner to make his suggestion, to
formulate his requirements and propose some practical way
they could be achieved. For me, allowing any Stirner to depart
from any collective is an essential aspect of liberalism. I would
be very sincere about this and he would immediately feel it.
But it is also a quite theoretical and essentially useless stance,
as I, myself, have no practical way to suggest how this could
ever take place. I doubt there can be any practical implementation of a full scale departure from a collective. There might be
some ways to achieve this partially, but I doubt this could be to
some substantial degree. The likes of Stirner would be best positioned to frame what a feasible departure from the collective
would be. I would then subscribe to it and would also advise the
rest of the collective to do the same.
Unfortunately, such departures come at signiﬁcant cost and,
very often, these are for the departing side to bear. Ironically,
they are usually not aware of this cost before leaving. They tend
to underestimate the value of the collective. It is only upon embarking on the departure that they then start to realize it.
This is what I believe happened to the UK as regards its Brexit and has been also recently unfolding in Catalonia.
One important note. As said above, I staunchly believe that
liberalism should allow any individual or sub-collective to depart
from a collective should it so wish, as I can see no reason at all
taking precedence over their free will to do so. On the contrary,
I do not think that the entry into the collective can be equally
possible to any individual or any other sub-collective. You may
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be free to go but you are not equally free to enter. Why so? For
the same reason that to have a divorce, it is enough for just one
party to so wish. To enter a relationship, consent is required
from both sides.
And you are not free to unconditionally enter, because collectives have identities which they typically wish to maintain;
they also have a carrying capacity that they do not wish to compromise by admitting new entrants without any control.
I, therefore, do not consider the idea that everybody should
be free to enter any collective he wishes as liberalism; I also suspect most of the time such a view is not genuine. I have a test
for anyone who bears such an idea; if he passes the test I will respect him but still disagree with him. Would he open his house
to whoever wished to enter it and settle down in it? He who
would answer yes would pass the test.
That I see as a most unlikely response. This is why I consider
the theory of the unlimited carrying capacity of collectives as
naive and hypocritical. And in the rare case it is not, any such
idea can still not be imposed on the collective. It can only be
taken up by the rule of the majority. I will get back to this issue
later, when talking about immigration.
I have, however, already hinted at the ﬁrst major service of a
collective. The sense of identity.

The sense of identity
People take great pleasure in the company of others. Whosoever is delighted in solitude, is either a wild beast or a God;
this is how Aristotle epitomized it. This fundamental aspect of
human nature is what is the founding block of collectives such
as family, a companionship of friends, nations and society at
large. Thus, a nation collective does not only carry the seed for
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aggressiveness, nationalism, collectivism; it is also a container
of similar values, experiences, traditions, opportunities, a common purpose. It provides a sense of familiarity and identity. And
living within this collective often generates great pleasure.
Experiencing such pleasure is obviously no route to aggression and collectivism. Aggression is the result of an irrationally
inﬂated ego, not of the pleasure of belonging somewhere. Yes,
indeed, this pleasure may have been often exploited to build up
the ego. But they are far from being the same thing.
Let us for a moment see how this collective advantage
manifests. Imagine a company of three discussing and trying
to make a decision about where they should spend the night.
Initially they might have their own diﬀerent preferences. However, most of the time for the sake of the collective they are
prepared to be ﬂexible, to move beyond their own wants, to
compromise. For most people this process is more of a pleasure than a surrender of their own interests.
This pleasure is the essence of the value of the collective.
Montesquieu described friendship as an arrangement by which
we undertake to exchange small favors for big ones. This small
that is turned into big is the core of our collective value here.
Such a situation one cannot of course experience in the
markets. If two persons are negotiating in a buyer-seller context there is no collective value to force you out of your well
deﬁned interests. There is no way to magically trade small for
big. Clearly, a collective value such as the above cannot exist in
the market context.
Mrs. Thatcher, when in the spotlight, quoted the famous
“What society! I know no society at all”. Apparently she wished
and was overzealous to highlight the dominance of the market,
the buyer and seller bipolar context. And so she said something
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utterly meaningless. I could only add that the world would be
truly mundane if not for such collective values.
Markets are not there to make us happy. I have extensively
discussed this in the previous chapter. That is not their mandate. Markets are there only to moderate the transactional and
not the emotional part of our lives. In this sense the above example represents no true market limitation; although we have
a clear collective value in place, it is also one outside the scope
of markets.

The respect of the identity
Where are the borders between respect for the identity of a
collective and individual freedom? Let us see an example.
Some liberal minded people, if so asked, may speak in favor
of polygamy. If some people so wish, why should someone prevent them? They should be free to do so. So goes the argument.
A lot of people in our times are getting overzealous in defending freedoms. Some are frank in this ambition but for most
it is rather some sort of political correctness and exhibition of
unlimited tolerance. How do you ﬁgure out the diﬀerence?
The former engage sincerely with the issue and typically pay
some personal price for their ideas; the latter are there more
for cheap and easy big words and declarations, for which some
other will usually pay the price. Social media are full of bold declarations of imaginary freedom ﬁghters.
Getting back to polygamy, I also do not see why a liberal
person should have any problem with how some people decide
to set their lives up, provided the law is respected. A voluntary
agreement of several women to live with one man, or the other
way around, causes no issue per se. One can suspect strong religious inﬂuences and usually it is really so. But this is not enough
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to condemn something.
There are also other issues to look into, issues that relate
to the possible legal requirements; they obviously have to be
respected. It is not possible to have members of the collective
violating laws. I suspect the speciﬁc issue could potentially have
many repercussions. Provided, however, all these issues can
be settled by the law, the polygamists are free to carry on with
their practice.
There is however a major diﬀerence between an individual
preference and practice, even if lawful, and the institutionalization of it at the collective level. What may seem obvious at
the individual level may not be so at all on the collective level.
Because at the collective level people enjoy a unique advantage: that of identity. Polygamy may lie outside their values and
outside their perception of ethics. Therefore, they are fully justiﬁed in resisting accepting polygamy as an institution of their
community. And in doing so they have no obligation to explain
anything to anyone, who might be proudly considering that he
holds and safeguards the deﬁnitions of freedoms and human
rights.
The will of the people is the supreme power in liberalism.
This is the only power that may change the law and adjust the
living framework of the collective. This is what should make the
decision on polygamy and not any sensitive outsider, even if a
member of the collective or a minority sub-collective thereof.
This is what holds the right to safeguard values and identities
and therefore to reject the institutionalization of polygamy.
Of course, the sense of identity and the values change over
time. Collectives today accept same sex marriages, something
impossible 50 years ago. Things truly change, ideas must be
freely exchanged and debated, but the collective identity must
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be observed and fully respected. And no big idea is big enough
to override it. All this is also a welcome and natural process; it
is not something enforced on the collective. It is voluntary accession to new practices and values by the collective, not any
aggressive inﬂiction of them upon it.
This pattern is far from the current practice. The will of the
collective is rarely ever sought or expressed in such a direct way.
It usually goes through the instruments of representation. I will
look into the massive distorting power these have when manipulating the collective view, when we later discuss the misdeeds
of representation. Representation is always ready to spell out
easy and big words, stretch out its great and thorough knowledge and expertise on all issues, shed easy tears and eventually
shift the bill to others; more and more this is its modus vivendi.
This is how it makes its living.
If polygamy is a case that is related to ethical concerns and
decided principally on value and identity considerations, other
issues such as immigration have, in addition, some strong monetary aspects. I will get back to this topic later; for the moment
I will only highlight that even in such cases, the question “who
pays what and why” is blurred, or more precisely is channeled
and moderated in a way the system of representation considers optimal for its own agenda. Populism then of course gets
wild. The interests of our fat representation system are well
intertwined with the agenda of populists, despite some hypocritical laments and shallow controversies, now and then. In
addition, it is not rare for drop outs from the system of representation to assume the role of the angry populist. Then, when
admitted again into the system of representation, in a ﬁnancially worthy role, he goes soft and smiley again. I suspect this
might remind you of something... Maybe not as dramatic as for
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me, the Greek - maybe something more mild - yet still some unbearable memory.
So what if the collective eventually decides to adopt polygamy? Go with it, then! There is nothing to prevent you from doing
so. Maybe some will move out (me included) as they will not be
willing to compromise their minority values. Some others may
wish to join as they may be excited with this development. In
any case the collective should launch its new institution and live
with it.
A key point that will surface later as the discussion increases
in depth is that our time more than ever allows such mobility to
take place. What restricted it in the past is largely not there anymore. And as life becomes more and more diversiﬁed, as more
and more people develop special tastes and sincerely wish to
live with them, they now have the opportunity to pursue their
goal. In a totally non-aggressive way, they can claim their right
to their diﬀerence without deferring to any authority, divine or
otherwise. All this I believe can easily happen, under one main
condition: that society is organized in a decentralized way. In
many small and autonomous decision making units, each of
whom may freely and via the rule of majority (how else?) adopt
its own principles of social organization.
The increased mobility of our times allows people of similar
tastes to get together far more easily than any time in the past.
Libertarians, for example, could come together and create a
space (city, neighborhood, etc.) under their control, that they
would organize according to their ideas: by eliminating tax, for
example. Or communists could ban property and share everything.
Decentralization would allow all this to unfold. This is why I
see decentralization as key in the way to achieving greater free-

D em ocr a cy ag a in ! | | 1 9 1
dom and self-determination.
One may ask how far then could we trust this decision making and the voluntary mobility that goes with it? More than anything else, I would respond. More than any big idea, any great
visionary or any freedom ﬁghter, any divine registry of do’s and
do-not’s. All these can always get together, set up their own
collectives and get on with their big ideas, instead of asking us
once again to be their guinea pigs.
Obviously this line of thought does not allow apostles of democracy or whatever other ideal to invade other countries in
order to make a success story out of their big idea. Even if their
motives are sincere, it will never work. The story will be that of
failure, as we have so often witnessed in recent years. You can
try to help but you cannot enforce. Collectives need their time
- often a very long time - need their leaders, and, eventually,
need their own institutions. They have to organically develop;
they cannot import them. Markets are, unfortunately, of no use
here.
Decentralization is often criticized on the grounds of a disadvantage of scale. What then is this beneﬁt of scale that we will
lose if we promote decentralization in our societies?

The value of scale
The importance of scale has underpinned human history; it always secured far better chances in any conﬂict you might engage in. However, besides brute force, scale also came along
with better economic eﬃciency. The term “economy of scale”
has been introduced to describe this economic advantage that
one beneﬁts from, when the scale of one’s activity increases.
Yet, you do not need to be a business to understand the
signiﬁcance of scale. Individuals will, also, typically enjoy lower
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prices if they buy more. Thus, by just increasing the size of the
transaction they enjoy an important beneﬁt. Again, a manifestation of the advantage of the big.
When teaching management, I always used to give the following example, when discussing scale economies. While working in the industry we were once considering whether to buy a
robot to carry out some repetitive unpacking job. At that time,
we had something like 20,000 packs to undo every day. However, the smallest robot suitable for such tasks was designed
for 50,000. We made the calculation and it turned out that the
robot payback for our case would be unacceptably long. If,
however, our scale of operations required the 50,000 that the
smallest possible robot was built for, then the payback would
have been sharply reduced. What happened is that our small
scale prevented us from beneﬁting from the robot purchase
and the many technological and side beneﬁts (training, etc.)
that would have come with its purchase.
As we have seen in the previous chapter, the beneﬁt of scale
has been somewhat eroded; it is not as dominant as it used to
be a century ago. Yet it is still in good shape, breathing among
us. Let me for the moment, however, restrict myself to how
this scale beneﬁt may potentially relate to our discussion on collectives. Could nations come together for the beneﬁt of scale
alone?
In fact, there is no such evidence. In practice, the sense of
identity has, throughout history, taken clear precedence over
any such merging for scale. What has mostly happened is exactly the opposite; countries have broken down into smaller parts
(Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Sudan, etc.) because of reasons
of identity and self-determination, even if this would bring the
loss of the beneﬁts of scale and perhaps poorer economic pros-
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pects. One may consider all this a burst of old nationalism and it
may truly be so. There is of course a great diﬀerence between
the breakdown of Czechoslovakia and that of Yugoslavia. In the
ﬁrst case people peacefully decided that they preferred identity
over scale. In the second case people were manipulated by nationalistic and aggressive leaderships.
There is however one very notable exception to this trend.
This is the EU project, whereby many small countries are gradually coming together more and more, economically and politically. Where this will end is too early to say; however, the
profound and diverse achievements of this process are acknowledged by increasing numbers of people. Initially it might
have been received as predominantly a peace project, yet, as
the time distance from the great wars increases, this project is
largely appreciated for its economic dimension: for its potential
to create one big economic area, able to stand out with far better chances in the global competition.
Whatever populists may say, the sheer fact is that the EU
convergence has brought prosperity and development. The
consolidation of markets and the free movement of people and
merchandise encourage an increase in investment and operations, which, again, comes with the advantage of scale economies.
I believe this has only happened because the cultural ties between the peoples of Europe are so close that building closer
political and economic relationships does not endanger their
sense of identity. In short, there is more to gain than there is to
lose. The trade oﬀ of the identity value is not as painful as in the
examples above. Far more than this, I would also argue that a
new, augmented and diversiﬁed sense of identity is emerging
to which all partner countries are contributing their own com-
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plementary and value-adding part.
The enlightened EU leadership in the post WWII era was pivotal in putting this new sense of identity on the rails. Of course
this has not been a linearly progressing project; there have
been many setbacks and will likely be many more in the future.
Yet, the reality of the advantages of the bigger scale, together
with a more comprehensive, enriched and diversiﬁed sense of
identity have been its two key driving forces.
The true threat, in this direction, is to create a new substrate
for centralized power and representation. One that would run
against the possibilities oﬀered by our times, one that would
create waste and eventually fuel populism.
Balancing scale and identity with a reduced representation
is the way to look into this challenge. I will elaborate on it later
in the discussion.

Limitations of the free markets
I highlighted above two important services of the collective:
the identity and the scale services, which are why collectives
are positively valued by the great majority of people, even
those who well understand that collectivist aggression may
easily result from their manipulation.
We also saw that the ﬁrst one (identity) lives in a diﬀerent
realm to markets. The sense of identity is deeply sown in human genes and is not, at least directly, relevant to markets. It
exists, it is important but it has little to do with markets.
The second service of the collective (scale) is more relevant
to markets. Scale provides an economic advantage - this is well
known. It may not be as universal as it was in the 19th Century,
it may be retreating here and there, yet scale economies still
underpin the global economic system.
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Achieving scale has been an important driver in building up
collectives. Of course this by itself will never guarantee a genuine and eﬃcient setup. Never have totally unrelated collectives
merged for the sake of scale alone. Yet, provided the sense of
identity is to some extent fulﬁlled, a good condition is in place
to look into the possibility of merging and building up scale. This
is especially relevant to the EU and provides a good rationale
for its eﬀort towards uniﬁcation. To some extent it has also
played its role in the US and its emergence into one and not
more countries.
Below, I will discuss a third service oﬀered by collectives.
Only now I will, in addition, try to show that although this one
possesses a clear transactional element it cannot be optimally
moderated by markets.
I will call this service “the collective journey”.
I will show that this service is profoundly closely liaised with
the generation of wealth. Touching upon the issue of wealth
generation will necessarily link us to the hot issue of wealth
redistribution. Only after the mechanics of wealth generation
have been agreed upon, can one really touch upon this issue
and lay out the conditions of a redistribution that would be
both ethical and logical. Or, otherwise, to possibly discard the
idea as both irrational and unethical.

The collective journey
Recently I deviated from my everyday norm; instead of using
my car to go to one of my usual destinations, I took my bike.
It was a feasible distance, just some 10 km away. I then found
myself utterly delighted by a new discovery! A wonderful track,
just 50 meters away from the highway I have been driving on
for years. A track through nice, quiet streets, through freshly
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blossomed lemon trees. It literally made my day. And it was
just weird to contemplate how this accidental path of mine had
gone by unattended for so many years.
We enjoy end goals but we also enjoy paths. There must be
hardly any modern country that does not have some poem to
cherish the journey, the accidental journey, and the many delights it often comes with. Indeed, our life is built around journeys as it is built around pursuit of goals. And it is often fulﬁlled
more from the unexpected than from the planned.
I guess the question in the reader’s mind may already be in
good shape. What has all this to do with our discussion about
markets? Markets, after all, are not there to make us happy:
we have agreed on this already; no such expectation has been
raised regarding them by anyone. Markets are to moderate our
economic transactions. And our discussion is about whether
they moderate them well or whether we need something more
than markets alone.
Or course market forces could have discovered my delightful track and may have raised awareness about it. Cafes and
parks and other amenities may have gradually shown up on the
sidewalks. Of course there can be a promising business model
around a pleasant, picturesque city route. But this obvious fact,
which to some extent has already materialized in my surprise
path, is not where I really wish to point my argument.
The important thing is that path values are not as easily identiﬁed by markets in the same eﬃcient way that they can cater
for end goals. Let us see some examples to understand what I
consider as a very notable limitation of the market mechanisms.
Accidental journeys are not only about uncapping beauty;
they are also the principal way that much of our current wealth
and civilization has been developed. Science is perhaps the area
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where this is most profoundly true. Archimedes accidentally
came across the law of lift, which today carries our boats and
planes. Maxwell’s discovery of the electromagnetic waves was
more conscious and not as accidental as Archimedes’ “eureka”.
Yet it never crossed Maxwell’s mind, nor any mind of his contemporaries, what he had really discovered. Edison, Marconi,
and so many other people that would follow, would decipher
the true value of Maxwell’s achievements. Even today, we cannot be certain we have fully reaped it.
A better known story is that of how the Internet developed;
nobody in the mid-80s had the faintest vision about something
that 20 years later would be used by eight year olds. Key business executives of the times consistently played down the hype
on computers and cautioned against what they saw as a massively exaggerated potential. It was a completely diﬀerent mandate and context (CERN, Switzerland) that, again accidentally,
set the foundations of the Internet.
We have to face this reality of “accidents” that may generate massive and unique value, even if we might have preferred
an infallible law about the universal ability of market forces to
optimally predict and moderate all economic and social value.
Markets would have been reluctant to fund Archimedes’
and Maxwell’s wonder journeys. And they laughed at any notion about something like the Internet, even as recently as the
80s. Because this type of value, the journey value, resulting
from such essentially objective-less investigations, is largely
unknown to the markets. As an impact it only manifests in the
long term, often in the very long term. And the markets are
pretty indiﬀerent to this.
Is it really so? It deﬁnitely is! Let us look at this long term
aspect from a diﬀerent perspective. Why do we analyze our
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business plans in a time frame that typically and with only very
limited exceptions spans over ﬁve, 10 or maximum 15 years? Because this is how far we can see, maybe because this is how
far we wish to see. If wishing, in this context, really represents
something diﬀerent to seeing and is not a restatement of essentially the same thing, as I tend to believe.
If an oﬀ-track journey was about beauty alone, as with my
recent bicycle ride, we need not be so much concerned. Markets understand and reward beauty, as we saw when talking
about Art (Chapter 3). But science is much more long term than
beauty. And markets cannot tackle long term phenomena; they
are too hectic for that, too uninterested and low motivated.
There is too much risk for any to bear.
If we really wish to harness this value, the value of accidental discovery, we should not consider markets as the enabling
mediator. There is ample empirical evidence for this. We should
put such activities aside and try then to consider who would be
perhaps better positioned to ﬁll in this gap. Of course, one cannot exclude some ad hoc market approach to the issue. Yet it
would be rather naive and also potentially dangerous to limit
such a highly important process to the unexpected whims, in
this case, of the markets.

Social innovation
Innovation is the more formal term for my above discussed
journey value. Talking about innovation we typically focus on
the traditional scientiﬁc and technological innovation. There is,
however, one more kind of innovation: social innovation. By social innovation I mean putting into practice new social arrangements, new social models. Experimenting with organizing and
doing things diﬀerently.

D em ocr a cy ag a in ! | | 1 9 9
I see this as a vital process for democratic societies. Primarily because I do not believe there is any great and infallible
theory behind the way we perceive and organize things. A lot
of what we do is for sheer practical reasons. Take for example
the concept of the market economy. Any open minded person
will agree that markets have delivered optimal solutions in our
exchanges, to the extent that, under their operation, huge
nations such as China are peacefully moving out of poverty.
However, I believe that the main rationale in favor of market
economy relates to its practicality and its ability to extend and
perform adequately in any context. Of course there is a theory
backing it up: the scarcity issue as elaborated especially by the
school of the Austrian economists. It does not, however, relate
to some deeper human need, written in our genes. I cannot
therefore exclude the possibility that a certain sub-collective
may experiment with some diﬀerent organizational approach,
that perhaps seems more appealing or more just to it. I cannot
exclude the possibility that such an experiment may have some
success, when carried out in a voluntary and non-aggressive
way, on a limited and low risk scale. Besides, this would lay the
foundation to try the same idea, if successful, on a larger scale.
I think there is some considerable diﬀerence between scientiﬁc and social innovation. One cannot challenge Newton’s
law89, unless insane. Nobody will ever organize some collective
to experiment how to defy the law of Newton and put something else in its place. I do not, however, think there is something equally fundamental in the area of social issues. There is
more free space to experiment on a small scale.
Such a perspective would allow us to increase our knowl89 This, of course, applies only to the typical conditions we live in; Einstein challenged Newton in radically diﬀerent contexts, which experienced speeds approximate to that of light.
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edge of the value and the services of our collectives. It would
also allow serious people to propose and test new, non-aggressive, ideas. It would also neutralize and expose aggressive people that have a tendency to transform their low trust into their
own ideas into violence.
Here is an example. In the year 2012 Thanos Tzimeros, a
friend and a staunch anti-statist, leader of a small political party
Recreate Greece!, made a proposal that turned all the local,
corrupt and populist establishment wild. He suggested the creation of special zones where immigrants could voluntarily sign
up for employment at lower rates than the typical economy.
Personally, I may have my concerns about and objections to
this idea. But it is not the idea that I wish to discuss here, nor
even the deep hypocrisy of local statism and populism that, as
usual, shed its fake tears and spoke its angry words. All these
should be deeply ashamed for wasting billions of incoming
funds for the immigrants, who remain in an absolutely awful
situation with no integration prospect whatsoever, to the great
frustration and anger of them as well as of the receiving communities.
I think such an idea should be put to the discretion of some
cities or regions where it could perhaps have a better chance to
yield some results. If so decided by the people there, it could be
then put into practice, on a limited scale, and its results could
then be evaluated and decisions taken as to its further uptake.
Of course nothing of this kind could ever be done in a country run by the most obsolete type of collectivists. Cheaply and
easily they proclaimed their big, perfect and pure idea about
the world and this strange proposal was of course vehemently
rejected as inhuman. In the real world, however, just next door,
immigrants are still living in slums: isolated, in despair and in
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tension with the native communities. No sensitivity is shown
any more, but the purity of their big idea has been fully maintained. This is what counts! This is the typical success metric of
diachronic collectivism.

The pertinence of redistribution within collectives
Redistribution, in short, is about taking wealth from some
and transferring it to another part of the collective, that is,
supposedly, in greater need. The ethical argument behind redistribution is that of greater justice. An argument enough to
outrage Nozick and exhilarate Rawls. In fact, the juxtaposition of Nozick’s masterpiece “Anarchy, State, and Utopia” to
the equally compelling “A Theory of Justice” from the typical
social liberal John Rawls has been a very common case study,
throughout the years, of an uncompromising clash between
these two great thinkers.
The topic is, therefore, highly disputed and represents a
rather clear and deep line among people’s views. Many decades ago, the same deep line cut through the political spectrum; the right in principle was less in favor of redistribution,
claiming that it slowed down development and the competitiveness of the economy90, while, on the other hand, the left
emphasized the element of justice inherent in redistribution.
So at least went the theory. Because in practice this was hardly
ever the case, making the line between left and right blurred.
90 I do not think there is clear evidence on this issue. In general, countries with
a smaller state tend to be more competitive economies (see: Causes of Growth
diﬀerentials in Europe, http://workforall.net); it is well known that there is a
robust negative correlation between tax burden and prosperity growth. However, Europe in general and the Nordic countries in particular do not follow this
trend. Their economies remain competitive despite the extensive welfare state,
no matter how much welfare policies may have shrunk in the recent decades,
because of the many crises and related concerns that western societies have
experienced.
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In the UK, France and Germany as of the 80s there was hardly
any diﬀerence in the policies between the left and the right on
this matter.
Rather than going into the details and the large legacy of this
debate, I will present below a couple of arguments in support
of redistribution.

The generation of wealth
My ﬁrst argument relates to how wealth is generated. It is difﬁcult to dispute that wealth generation builds on a vast knowledge accumulated from the past. It also builds on existing and
living institutions and other infrastructure that again belong to
the whole of the society. I consider this incoming knowledge
as well as the institutionalized knowledge and infrastructural
resources to be under the ownership of the collective. They are
public property in the very similar way that lakes and parks are.
If one takes this view, then redistribution is only a dividend to
society for all these past and present resources, a distribution
to the collective of a part of the common ownership which effectively represents unearned wealth.
“There is no such thing as a free lunch”: this is a common
saying from the libertarian ranks. Correct, as long as no social
value can be automatically generated out of the blue; it has to
result from some combination of manual or intellectual labor,
materials, resources, etc. Wrong and naive, however, if someone, by this statement, implies that the value of his lunch has
been generated wholly by his eﬀort, or even that he has legitimately inherited it, in the narrow sense, from his ancestors.
The greatest part of the meals he indulges in is an accumulated
value from the past that his society (collective) has managed to
exploit in multifold ways, while the institutions he was born in
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ensure that the process continues in an optimized way, given
his particular circumstances.
Of course many may react to the reasoning behind this approach. Some may ideologically completely denounce the concept of public property. This, however, is irrelevant to the discussion here. Public property exists and it should be somehow
managed. I do believe that its existence is a good and a rational
idea, as the transfer of wealth from generation to generation
is still ongoing at an increasing, as I believe, pace. Good or bad,
however, this is what is now happening. And it is only natural
that tangible or intangible resources inherited from the past or
publicly owned cannot be exploited to the beneﬁt of some individuals or some part of the collective alone.
For example, Bill Gates’ invention builds on a vast knowledge from the past as well on the advanced institutions of the
country he lived in. He would stand no chance to do what he did
a hundred years ago, or in Africa today. It is, however, possible
for one to question: “Why should he provide a dividend for this
unearned, by him, value? Why not appropriate it all for himself?
Besides, it was he who made something out of it.”
Again, this is an irrational argument. Libertarian thought considers that property can be either earned or appropriated, in its
ﬁrst instance. I totally agree. But this property deﬁnition does
not include common, public, resources. Such as those used by
Bill Gates in setting up his big business. In the previous chapter,
when discussing intellectual property, we saw how fundamentally wrong the arithmetic can be if one excludes the public domain and disregards the wealth that is necessarily transferred to
it by innovations.
Any open minded person would agree with this approach;
only people concerned more about the clarity of their big ideas
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rather than the realities and the practical issues might have
some diﬃculty in doing so.
However, this large, as I believe, group of open minded persons would disagree on what exactly the level of redistribution
should be. I doubt there can be any scientiﬁc answer to this issue. How can someone valuate past knowledge and wealth as
a common resource? A completely impossible task.
Thus, even if we rid ourselves of the ideologues that do not
wish to face reality and prefer the realm of their pure ideas, we
will end up with a lot of largely diﬀering approaches and suggestions with regard to the scale that redistribution should assume.
We must live with this reality. It will not be possible to always
coincide on the details of such policies, with adequate scientiﬁc
backup. We simply do not have, nor do I expect to soon have
on this particular matter, enough scientiﬁc data to mold a solid
rational argument. One that could convince everybody and
evolve into a common view among all the members of the collective. A lot of such issues and social questions will be always
debated and heavily contested. We will have to live with this
reality as something natural, if not even welcome and healthy.
And we should always be mindful that we have a wonderful
tool to moderate this co-existence and this essential compromise. Democracy.

The truly voluntary exchange
The second issue that I think justiﬁes redistribution relates to
the voluntary nature of market exchanges. Without this voluntary nature, the value of the market is impaired if not totally
unimaginable. However, in the case where a part of the society
experiences extreme poverty conditions, I doubt its members
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can make truly voluntary decisions. If someone faces starvation
he can easily end up selling his child, or his kidney or his blood
or whatever else. I do not think this exchange qualiﬁes as a
voluntary exchange. I do not have any strict deﬁnition of what
is truly voluntary nor of what is a condition of extreme starvation. More than this, I object that any such deﬁnition exists; it
is largely a matter of arbitrary, subjective deﬁnition. Therefore,
perceiving “voluntary” in this way, which I incidentally believe
is accepted by an awful lot of others as well, extreme poverty
distorts the spirit of the market as a mechanism based on voluntary exchanges. To restore the market to its just position, we
therefore need to deﬁne extreme poverty and then fund its
elimination.
Again and again we must get used to the idea that there will
always be important divergences of view among co-citizens.
No clear cut wrong or false. I would consider any attempt to
smooth over such diﬀerences in search of some theory as
laughable and of typical collectivist origin.
How do we then manage these natural conﬂicts? That is
what the next section is about.

Conﬂicts in the collective
Let us take the example of possible extreme poverty situations
within a society. Outcasts living on the streets, beggars, and
the like. People react diﬀerently to such issues. There is in fact a
clear and deep mental and sentimental gap when approaching
such situations.
At the one extreme we have our ﬁrst group: those who are
stressed and saddened by such situations; these may also argue in terms of bad luck rather than bad brains or a bad soul, to
justify their reaction. And at the other end, we have our second
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group: those that walk by indiﬀerently and argue that these
people get exactly what they deserve.
This line you will more or less ﬁnd in all collectives. It relates
to human nature and the many diﬀerent ways humans may react to the same event. Getting rid of the conﬂict will not be possible; indeed, I am happy about that. In my eyes it is more about
diversity and not conﬂict.
Although I may have my own preferences and views on such
matters, I, nevertheless, have no plan to take any side. In the
end, this divide is so persistent in time, and will probably continue to be, that I tend to believe that both extremes may deserve
some credit.
Let me now take a closer look at a collective where both of
our groups coexist. Let me also start with the one that is redistribution-positive. How can its members react to a situation
that stresses them and generates negative value for them? A
possible response would be to engage in charity. Charity may
provide them with a good and positive aura; indeed, this is
what usually happens when someone responds constructively to what has upset him. This, however, will only instill some
sense of responsibility rather than solve the problem itself. A
second reaction would be to seek to engage the whole of the
collective. The classic instrument to achieve this would be that
of taxation. All members of the collective, of both our groups,
would be then obliged to contribute to the elimination of poverty. This would provide a more sustainable solution; it would
remove the negative value for the ﬁrst group and would potentially make it happy.
It would however outrage the other, second group and
make it wild. This group would now perceive the development
as a clear infringement of its liberty. Its proponents would con-
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sider it a sheer robbery of their property.
Let us summarize the two conclusion points that we have
reached.
First, there are truly situations of collective value, positive or
negative, which are not practically perceived in the same way
by all the members of the collective. Also, scientiﬁc evidence
cannot be brought as to who is right and who is wrong. I emphasize the term “practically” because the true issue is not
whether in theory you dislike poverty on the streets (which
rather applies to all sane people) but whether you are willing to
adequately contribute to its abatement. There is no doubt that
although our second group would resist any collective intervention on the issue (tax) a good part of it would nevertheless engage in charity. Experience however says that this would not
be enough to eradicate the phenomenon. This group would
then react by saying “sorry that’s all I can do”, leaving the ﬁrst
group unhappy in continuing to experience a persisting negative value within the collective. Had our ﬁrst group succeeded
in its suggestion to collect taxes, this would have only shifted
the negative value to our second group; it would experience an
unthinkable infringement on its liberty and its property.
Indeed, I have deliberately considered that, with the lack
of scientiﬁc data, there can be no strong and convincing arguments that could gradually develop a consensus among the
two groups, ending up perhaps somewhere in between. Besides, the history of this gap is so long that if there was any such
set of arguments it would have somehow been found and established. This is deﬁnitely not the case!
Second, market forces cannot provide a solution to this situation that would make all members of the collective happy.
Ample experience indicates that market forces alone, even
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assisted by charity, are unlikely to solve the extreme poverty
problem. Of course, in some ideal libertarian world this could
happen. Ideal worlds, however, are what I am most suspicious
about in this book.
Thus, necessarily our two groups would remain hostile towards each other, experiencing, each one of them, its own
perceived negative value. As neither the free market nor any
scientiﬁc verdict can solve this dispute, how then is this conﬂict
to be mediated in the optimal way?
What about if the collective just broke down? What if it split
into two big portions, one ready to bear the cost to eliminate
poverty and the other happy to keep on living with it as long as
the group’s freedom and property was not infringed by anyone
and for any reason?
This of course is not equivalent to waging a war; I talk about
drawing a non-aggressive line between the two communities.
They can still maintain a common part, communicate and interact with each other, partially co-exist and share some common
collective resources. This hypothetical line would only allow
them to implement their strong and radically diverging views
on the issue of poverty, and obviously many other closely related issues, in a way that would allow the one group not to upset
the other. The one sub-collective would be closer to the laissez
faire paradigm; the other closer to some sort of welfare society.
And both would be happy and relieved from the negative value
they experienced in the previous situation of the large collective.
It is important to note that I am talking here about something absolutely feasible within the existing norms of society. I
am not suggesting any vague and radical revolution that would
solve one problem and potentially create a thousand others.
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Take the example of Switzerland. A reality not a science ﬁction. Switzerland is a loose federation whereby the cantons experience signiﬁcant autonomy and self-government. Nothing
would prevent some canton from adopting a more laissez faire
or a more welfare-like approach. Maybe this cannot be done
just by decree, in a very swift way; but it could happen over
time, as people sharing the same views on social issues such
as poverty would gradually, freely, cluster in diﬀerent cantons.
A lot of things would still remain common; however, the way
cantons would be administered might diﬀer a lot. The fact that
no pure laissez faire canton has already emerged in Switzerland
is rather due to the long European social and welfare tradition
than to any fundamental shortcoming of this model.
I think this is a very good practical model, in fact the only, as I
think, existing model carrying the promise to minimize negative
and maximize positive collective value.
Why has the Swiss-like decentralization not been more widely adopted in other countries in the West? I restrict my question to the West alone, because it is there where such a thing
as a hypothetical debate on poverty really exists, where a clear
separation line within society has been eﬀectively drawn. In the
third world this discussion would be rather irrelevant; poverty
there is the norm and a major issue rather than the exception or
some negative collective value.
One can suspect several reasons why the Swiss model has
not been widely adopted in the West. I will highlight the following three. Inertia: the signiﬁcant time that it takes for the news
to spread. Ineﬃciency: some inherent disadvantages that may
come with decentralization. And last, yet not least, political and
economic interests that do not favor decentralization for their
own selﬁsh agenda.
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All three categories are relevant. The ﬁrst one, inertia, is inherent to any change; there is always a resistance, an attraction to the customary practice, a yearning for the safety of the
already known, a fear in front of the unknown and a tedious
learning process. The second, ineﬃciency, has truly been the
case in the past. Now, however, it is somehow retreating. The
beneﬁt of the big, the “scale economy”, is seriously challenged
from many sides and for many reasons. As for the third, the
self-interests of the politician elites, they are only gaining in
momentum. These elites live and breathe in the realm of representation, and representation runs opposite, as a concept, to
decentralization. So do its interests.
***
Of course people will not relocate just for the sake of a social
model with which they feel more comfortable and compatible.
There are other priorities that underpin their decisions: employment, sense of identity, social relations, property issues, even
weather. What I am suggesting here is one more option, which
an individual may weigh according to his own tastes and priorities.
As I highlighted above, true and full decentralization is essential for this option to be open; only then will diﬀerent social
models naturally form and attract people. If the central state
meddles in this process it will just not happen. In addition, ease
of mobility would be imperative. A lot has been done in the EU
in this perspective. Brexit has been a great, phobic backlash91. If
91 Recently, I received an invitation for a four-year position as a visiting professor in a British university. At the end of the letter the following was stated: “It is
also our understanding that you intend to leave the UK at the end of your stay”.
Sad, utterly sad. Doubly sad for the UK, which was, for centuries, perhaps the
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artiﬁcial barriers are set up among even decentralized regions,
then the option of mobility will no longer be there. Representation will have all reasons to celebrate.

Conclusion
Autocratic practices, dominant throughout history, where
mainly national or religious collectives had the main say about
how things were organized in society and the economy, are
now to be found in the third world alone. They started to collapse during the industrial revolution when markets began to
establish, to transform and to grow at a dramatic pace. The
collapse of the old order and the awkward and often uncertain
and unfair ﬁrst steps of the market economy also generated
a vacuum: one that was the perfect soil for the emergence of
the diverse statist and totalitarian theories of the 19th and 20th
Centuries, most importantly Nazism, communism and fascism.
All these aggressors have now fully collapsed or fully transformed (China, Vietnam, etc.) by zealously adopting the market
economy. Ideologically they have been discredited throughout
the world, with a few clownish exceptions remaining alive (N.
Korea, Cuba, etc.) here and there. Buried for good, with no possibility for any comeback.
Free markets and free societies have emerged and are now
the drivers of prosperity and human development. They are the
best and most sophisticated mechanisms for moderating our
economic transactions we have ever experienced.
No matter how eﬃcient markets can be, they cannot deliver
solutions for all the wide realm of our economic and social transactional requirements. When the end product is tangible, they
cannot be challenged by anything. However, for types of value
most open European society.
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that manifest not as an end goal but rather as a process and a
journey they often cannot deliver optimally: markets manage
risk; risk can only be assessed for some years ahead - a decade,
maximum two. Beyond that timespan, no risk can be assessed,
and therefore no market can exist and operate. Our societies
do however require also such vital mid and long term investigations; somebody other than the markets has to do this job.
Everybody experiences collectives’ values. The problem is
that not all of us experience them in the same way. An eﬀort
to reach a compromise almost always keeps some groups unhappy. This is natural and we should get used to it, as the value
systems can never fully align. Although there must be some
cohesion around some central values, this will not totally eliminate disagreement and disenchantment. It is futile to expect
the markets to resolve such issues.
Decentralization is a way to allow many ﬂowers to blossom,
in a non-aggressive and consensual way. Decentralization will
allow the collectives to develop into autonomous and loosely
linked nodes with their own decision making, to have diverse
and ﬂexible deﬁnitions of what the collective values are and
how they can be mediated. People will have more options to
maximize their perceived, subjective collective value. Open internal borders, and ease of mobility will be a necessary complement to make the best use of the beneﬁts of decentralization.
Decentralization is a process that may be long; what will
certainly be swift is the opposition to it by speciﬁc interests:
because decentralization challenges the representation status
quo, the big fat meat of the state, its many stakeholders and
intermediaries and cronies. Yet, no matter how strong the opposition may be, time is in favor of it. Take a look at the Internet,
the ultimate success of a fully decentralized architecture.

5. The misdeeds of representation
Introduction
It is hard to imagine a more stupid or more dangerous way of
making decisions than by putting those decisions in the hands of
people who pay no price for being wrong. (Thomas Sowell).
This might be what comes to the mind of a lot of people when
thinking about politicians. Is it really so, however, or are we just
being unfair and re-iterating the populist narrative about some
sinister and obscure system?
Before looking into the applicability of Sowell’s quote in the
case of politicians let me ﬁrst brieﬂy review the justiﬁcation of
representation.

The justiﬁcation of representation
Robert Katz, in a classic article in HBR92, examined the skills of
an eﬀective administrator; he ended up with three types. Analytical expertise (some technical skill), ability to synthesize and
to build solutions for problems in new areas and, lastly, communication and human skills.
It is important to remind ourselves here that there is no speciﬁc technical expertise behind a politician. They can be from
a diverse range of professional backgrounds and there is no
92 Robert Katz, “Skills of an Eﬀective Administrator”. Harvard Business Review,
September 1974, Sep-Oct 74, pages 90-102. (Republished in the 90s, as an HBR
classic).
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evidence that some speciﬁc technical background makes someone a more competent politician. Just as there is no evidence
that some special background makes someone a more capable
entrepreneur.
Extending, therefore, the above deﬁnition to politicians, as
the ﬁrst skill does not really apply, what remains is their ability
to think, devise solutions and their ability to communicate them
and cooperate with other people.
This is truly what most people consider to be “a good politician”. The only thing that escapes our attention is that, in deﬁning what a good politician is, we miss the true question: what is
the purpose of politicians, what is it that really mandates their
existence? Just as the purpose of an entrepreneur is to generate value and proﬁts, what is the respective case for a politician?
So, besides describing the good politician, let me also ask:
what is his role?
Yes, we need to sometimes ask seemingly naive questions,
because we may be trapped in irrational and outdated constructs that need some major re-engineering - if not outright
abolishment. I have presented previously the example of the
labor theory of value (LTV) to see how a whole society and all
its thinkers, despite their grave diﬀerences in their ideological standpoints, can be trapped, for a long time, in essentially
faulty and irrational concepts. In the next chapter, we will see
one more similar fancy that haunted again the whole ideological spectrum: the much hated “division of labor”.
Such things can happen, again.
So what is it that politicians do? At least, what is the oﬃcial
version of their role? That mandates all the skills we deﬁned just
above.
I would summarize their purported purpose in two tasks.
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First, they represent the interests of their constituencies that
elect them. Then, they also debate and enact laws that are, so it
is said, in the interest of the broader national collective.
Let me take a closer look.

The misﬁt between the needs of re-election and the
needs of the collective
Coming back to the introductory quote, if politicians fail to deliver will they lose their jobs or will it make their re-election less
likely?
Yes, indeed! If the politician fails to keep his customers (constituency) happy it is likely that he will fail to be re-elected and
lose his job. Literally, what Sowell says does not apply to politicians. Their clients will truly punish them if they do wrong, if
they do not live up to their expectations. Market laws apply
fully in this case too.
The true problem only arises when one considers this purpose of representation along with the next one: that of law
making for the broader collective.
Can these two goals be simultaneously fulﬁlled? Indeed,
keeping the customers happy is one thing and performing up
to the expectations of the collective is a very diﬀerent one. The
agenda of the politician is clearly not the agenda of the collective. What interests him is securing his re-election, and in doing
so he does not necessarily need to perform up to the expectations of the collective. It suﬃces to keep his constituency happy.
Societies are truly full of competing interests. And few in
the political establishment are consistently keen about making
decisions that will optimize the collective interests as a whole.
Because it is not the collective that elects them; it is just a part
of it. If they focus on this small part and seek to keep it happy
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that suﬃces for them to do well.
Therefore, by deﬁnition politicians perform sub-optimally.
Of course there may be exceptions to this rule. There may be
periods when the public feeling is polarized in one direction.
When Churchill declared war on Germany his decision resonated with the souls of the vast majority of the British people. But
how often do politicians have such an opportunity? And how
often are they of the caliber of Churchill?
One may ask the question here: but are the local (constituency) and the broader (national) interest so incompatible? Can
a good politician not try to align the local with the broader interests?
In practice I would ﬁnd this very unlikely, because of the
key driving force of representation that we have identiﬁed just
above. However, my key point here is not that the collective
interests are subject to the priority of re-election and therefore
the local interests; it is rather that it is typically impossible to
know what the general interest really is. Seen as a mathematical problem of optimization (of the collective interests) I would
consider it utterly unsolvable. The deﬁnition of the interests of
the collective is typically beyond our reach; and if some godly
power was able to solve this awesome mathematical problem,
and was able to advise the politicians on the solution, the majority would see in it a disaster for their own agenda. They would
be reluctant to push forward with this optimal solution.
Of course we are far from this point, far from any globally
optimal solution. Which only makes things worse as, confronted with this convenient void, everybody is able to safely build
his own theory about the collective interest and work on it. His
personal re-election interests are then somehow magically and
arbitrarily transposed and aligned with his version of the global
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interest of the collective. Empowered by this totally unfounded belief that his agenda is also to the collective interest, he is
then free to launch a number of typically costly initiatives. This
is how we end up with what Max Weber identiﬁed as “300,000
to 400,000 such party men who have no qualiﬁcations to their
credit...” Only now those numbers have considerably grown.
Collectives have grown more complex and their optimized interest is even more diﬃcult to trace. An army of ineﬃciency
and waste is put together in trying to address this problem. This
is where the greatest part of the waste is generated and also
where corruption starts breathing.
Therefore, my key point is that politicians are not inherently
wasteful or corrupt. I would say they are typical of the society
from which they originate. One can even expect that some will
be of a rare and exceptional quality, morally unyielding and intellectually competent.
My crucial point is that the problem representation seeks to
address is unsolvable. It is impossible to formulate what the collective interest is. Again, even if some magic power, with the
ability to predict the future, could make this calculation, the
collective would be unlikely to endorse its suggestion; it would
receive it as something utterly incomprehensible and arbitrary.
In this sea of uncertainty, the politicians are fully justiﬁed in
pursuing their own tiny little agendas to keep their customers
happy. Besides, the interests of their own customers are far
easier to deﬁne and serve. And far more meaningful indeed! It
is in fact these interests that will secure their career. Whenever
they try to extend to broader interests, boredom usually sets
in. Superﬁcial, obvious and trivial statements no one really pays
attention to. This is at the root of mistrust of politicians. They
talk about things that they can have no idea about. And so their
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words carry no substance: they are unaware of and free from
the many underlying conﬂicts within the broader collective,
whose interests they are supposed to serve.
This is also the reason why so many voters get easily disappointed and change their minds, this is why a great number of
them would have voted diﬀerently just some months after the
election. Talking about nothing will never get you strong supporters or strong opponents. “Nothing” can be very easily interpreted in many ways.
On the contrary, addressing your local “customers” (voters) makes far more sense. Here you have very speciﬁc expectations. You have to be convincing and your performance will
now be evaluated. Words are not free. You may create enthusiasm or you may disappoint, but you will know very well why
this happened.
Why then are the speciﬁc interests of the politician’s clients
easier to deﬁne and go after?
Simply because they represent a very small part of the collective. And, as such, they are far more amenable to analysis
and understanding and optimization.
I would deﬁne representation as a special group (politicians)
whose members by deﬁnition have a very tiny and rather confusing idea of the broad collective interests and the abundant
internal conﬂicts existing in the collective. The larger the collective, the smaller their idea and the greater the confusion about
its interests. And in the wake of this inherent ignorance the politicians are of course free and morally fulﬁlled to set their own
agenda. Funnily, one of their funding myths is that they have
some special skill to take a global view on things. This is what
they often call upon as justiﬁcation for their existence.
Breaking down the collective into smaller parts would pro-
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vide far better clarity as to each of the sub-collective’s interests.
These interests would now be easier for the collective to grasp
and understand. And the need for some guys to have the global
picture - which simply does not exist - would be far less.
This is one of the many reasons why representation feels
awkward with decentralization: because it loses ground, because it has a great diﬃculty in justifying its role and size. Even
if one considered politicians as managers of an organization, let
us ask for a moment: where do we need more managers? To
manage an organization of 1,000,000 members or a thousand
organizations of 1000 members each. Anyone who has experience of multinational corporate settings immediately knows
the answer. As the size grows, so do the command and control and communication requirements, in order to achieve synchronization of all towards the common purpose. And these
requirements grow in an exponential and non-linear way. In addition, in society the concept of “common purpose” is far more
blurred and unclear. Thus, politicians have one more reason to
be very cautious with decentralization and small scale. The collective interests become far clearer, to the extent that the role
of representation and especially its size is questioned. And the
co-ordination requirements, whatever these may be, are also
dramatically reduced. Posing again existential questions for its
appointed managers, i.e., representation.
All this is not theory; in Switzerland it is already practice.
Switzerland practices the most eﬀective decentralization globally. How many Swiss people know who is PM this month? The
PMs are silently rotating among cantons and their decisions
have a rather limited impact on the lives of the citizens.
Representation is massively reduced and citizens ﬁll in the
decision gap: citizens who because of the small scale of the
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decision-making can be knowledgeable of what is at stake. Citizens who do not need intermediaries and all the massive waste,
incompetence and corruption that always goes with them, regardless of the moral caliber of the person in question.
Because the big problem representation is supposed to
solve does not have a solution. The only problem remaining for
politicians is then that of their re- election.
So, why then should we be so concerned about this problem? It will not be the ﬁrst profession to become redundant as
a result of technological advancement.
I often hear politicians boasting that “we are not technocrats: we are politicians”, implying, in this way, some superior
quality, some abnormal capability to see the broader picture,
free from the miserable technical constraints. It only comes
very strangely to my ears, as some expression of ultimate arrogance. Technocrats have a highly important role in our lives,
pronounced day after day. Representation seems more like
some fat meat of little, if any, signiﬁcance. I fail to see any special and very synthetic way of thinking; mostly it is about the
petty interests of their “customers” and general worthless
statements about the broader collective. Understandably
enough, this is how markets work. The only question is if the
product is really needed.
Politicians often prefer and refer to political and not technocratic solutions, only because they wish to stay clear from
factual commitments and transparent performance indicators.
This was the typical approach also taken by the Tsipras and Varoufakis pair when they negotiated with the EU institutions and
IMF in 2015, bringing the country to the brink of devastation. A
display of an utter arrogance and a deep, inner, need to defy
and downplay the numbers, as they supposedly cannot stand
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up and match their benevolent motives.
This is a mindset that they would of course have fully rejected if the roles were somehow reversed and someone was
asking for a political solution, free of numbers, to get rid of
his debts towards Greece. The same people would have then
immediately and vehemently rejected the idea with the same
ease that Varoufakis engineered the capital controls and then
moved his own way, out of the country, and out of the scope of
his big achievement.
What a nasty fairy tale!
It is about experts and it is about educated and responsible
people’s will; that’s about all we need for prosperity as regards
human capital. Indeed, we somehow got into this mess of representation. Very likely because a long time ago scale was a
must and representation was then inherent to scale. After the
decline of the long period of the thriving ancient democratic
polis, no Singapore, Switzerland or Luxembourg could exist
anymore.
Well, things have now dramatically changed. Scale still has
its importance but you can also do very well without it. Or experience it in a selective and a-la-carte way. Maybe it is high time
to reconsider the scope and size of our representation system.
Perhaps gradually move out of it altogether.

The inherent conﬂicts and ineﬃciencies of representation
As I mentioned previously, why do people so often change their
ideas about politicians? Why does this not happen as often with
the car they buy or the friends they make? Why does people’s
disappointment settle in soon after the election? Why does a
country as progressive as Britain vote for Brexit and apparently
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change its mind a few months later? What makes the Catalans
proudly utter nationalistic jargon and shout for independence,
only to let the idea go as soon as their leader escapes to Brussels and several thousand companies run outside their territory? Have they all of a sudden become such ridiculous and
volatile personalities? Or is it rather someone else speaking on
their behalf?
It is so systemic that it cannot be related to the intellectual
and moral caliber of politicians. It must be something well beyond that.
In my view it is the task itself that is impossible. To represent
a nation or some large collective with numerous conﬂicting interests about which you really know nothing about.
It is about mission impossible.
This is the foreground. Only secondarily this system comes
with a profound waste. A system where there is almost no accountability, except perhaps towards the small set of your voters, is a system that is full of free riders, misuse of resources
and corruption. So subtle, so common that it is hardly understood as such. Just like king Mithridates of Pontus who in order
to avoid death by poison tried to get himself gradually used to
it. And so he really did. There is a special term for it: mithridatism. The same is happening to the western societies. A fat
layer of useless representation has step by step got us used to
its poison. We take things for granted, things that have a dramatic impact on our lives, and we explicitly or implicitly assign
them to representation. More and more the poison spreads,
paralyzes and demoralizes people. Various saviors appear to
accuse the system and a lot of people pay heed to them. Absolutely reasonable. Who said that populism does not touch
on real and acute problems? Every kind of totalitarianism did.
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Populists sensed the real problem and built their agenda on it.
The problem with populism is that no one of its apostles wishes
to undermine representation. They are well oﬀ by just taking
control of it. Because they are the good guys and the current
representation system is the wicked one. Because they have
the usual big mission to fulﬁll. Such a divine mission that they
will probably have to add a few more layers of representation
on the way, in order to best accomplish it. Which populist has
ever had an agenda to empower citizens? Chávez, Tsipras, Grillo
or the Brexiteers? Not even as a joke.
That is the good old story - as old as Plato, at least.
The worst part of it is that one gets gradually used to things
and considers them as self-obvious. He loses the ability to question them. Mithridatism with regard to representation is now
widespread. Step by step we have taken it for granted, as some
universal law.
Mithridates, in the end, was surrounded by the Romans and
had one of his soldiers run him through to avoid captivity and
humiliation.
Getting used to the poison was ultimately of no help.

A case study: representation and immigration
In the period 2014-2016 the EU experienced many waves of immigrants seeking to enter its area. Most of them came in from
North Africa, landing in Italy, or from Turkey, crossing over to
Greece. These immigrants were initially from the war devastated areas of the Middle East and central Africa. As time went
by, as the news spread that getting into the EU was not any big
deal, millions from poor countries all over the world gathered
on the borders of the EU aiming at entering the promised land
and largely succeeding in doing so.
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I am the last to say that there has not been some clear moral
responsibility on the side of the EU. Besides, it has played an important role in Iraq and Libya and in generating the chaos that
has resulted from its bombs. So, yes the EU ought to be in some
way responsive to this immigration wave. It has contributed to
its generation.
Clearly, I strongly believe that it is the people that should
have a clear say on this issue. They should have been consulted
and the EU regions and states should have come up with citizen
endorsed strategies that would boil down to numbers of immigrants they would be willing to accommodate, as well as all
details about conditions, times, places and costs.
Within the current context, dominated by representation,
I believe this is outright impossible. Because, in the current
context, no true and well thought out decision can ever be
reached. No true citizen’s participation can be mobilized. And in
the absence of all this, once again representation does the job.
In a most wasteful and arbitrary way.
I see true citizen engagement as imperative, as the only rational and ethical way to address and reach decisions on such
issues. And I am also sure Europeans would have responded to
this situation and would have embraced their responsibility.
In all this period the EU citizens were of course never asked
how many immigrants they were willing to accommodate.
They were never told what this would entail in terms of costs
and beneﬁts. They were not allowed to assume any responsibility. They were forced to bear the costs of third party decisions,
made on arbitrary and often selﬁsh and populist criteria.
Representation spoke again its typical, general, big and free
words. Some part of it exercised its great sensitivity towards
the issue, another expressed its great concern and fear of the
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development and how it might aﬀect the European identity.
Let us see how the problem is really formulated.
First, the EU cannot accommodate an inﬁnite number of immigrants. There has to be some limit to it. This is obvious to any
rational person. Only sick-minded people who would take pleasure in seeing the EU collapsing under hundreds of millions of
third world immigrants would refute this fact.
This I think is the only logical constraint to our problem. Still
there are a great number of possible responses to it. Starting
from “no immigrants at all” up to “some millions”.
To reach a decision on this you need to have the cost analysis
of the situation. What is the cost of accommodating 1,000,000;
what is the cost of accommodating 2,000,000?
So what is the answer? Who knows the answer?
I simply do not think there is any answer. This is a very difﬁcult exercise with an essentially ill-deﬁned problem. Because
the costs will vary on thousands of parameters and will be very
diﬀerent depending on where immigrants will eventually settle
down, what sort of immigrants they are, whether they wish to
integrate or create ghettos, etc.
This is a typical and contemporary example of a problem
where, because of the large area aﬀected, it is impossible to really deal with it and reach some reasonable estimate.
In the light of this profound and systemic inability, representation ﬁlls in the gap with its usual jargon; depending on its clients and the political aﬃliation it sells, it sees the case as a great
opportunity to demonstrate what a big heart it has or to show
how determined it is to protect the identity of its constituencies, to build walls and keep the immigrants out.
Cheap words of no substance, again and again.
Why were the citizens not asked what they wanted? Whose
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right is it to allow millions of immigrants or to completely shut
the door on them? Or take any of the numerous in between
paths?
This problem can only be managed on a small scale. It is far
easier for a speciﬁc region or municipality to consult its local experts, do the arithmetic and go to its citizens and present some
accurate data. This would include what it will cost them to accommodate a speciﬁc number of immigrants and what may be,
besides the obvious humanitarian aspect, the potential beneﬁts of any decision they may take.
No matter how accurate the estimate, it is eventually up
to the citizens to make the decision. It is up to them to decide
how much they are willing to pay and what conditions they are
planning to set for exercising their humanitarian response. Not
all will have the same view; some debate will be due and some
democratic decision will eventually be made and enforced.
What are the great beneﬁts of this process?
First, the small scale where the problem is addressed allows
you to know what is really going on. Your technical experts can
collect the data and analyze them and come up with what is
really at stake and how each decision will aﬀect the collective
members. In this way, decisions can now be based on facts and
not jargon nonsense from big socialist hearts and Christian freedom ﬁghters. Merely sparing yourself this unbearable noise is a
great beneﬁt on its own.
Second, on the small scale it is likely that there will be fewer
conﬂicts and that they will be more rationally and ethically managed. Consider an area where a gold mine is ﬁnancially viable;
any such investment will bring tax to the nation and pollution
to the host region. Seeking to solve this decision at the national
level may result in a decision in favor of the investment. Ad-
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dressing it at the local level will most likely result in the opposite
decision. I believe it is the local and small level, which will suﬀer
the consequences of this investment, that should be in charge
of the decision. The larger collective may propose incentives in
order to convince the potential host to accept the investment.
But, it is on the small scale that this decision must be eventually
reached.
Third, citizens develop their sense of responsibility. Citizens
know that it is not the good fairy that will bear whatever cost; it
will be borne by themselves and nobody else.
And fourth and most important is that, in bearing the cost
yourself, you experience the ultimate human pleasure of helping, contributing and sharing. Hiding behind obscure tax bills
and EU emergency funds will never provide any similar sense
of fulﬁllment. For some this will be a way for cheap and useless words, whose cost will be eventually meticulously shifted
somewhere into the unknown. And for others it will be reason
for suspicion that, in the end, some middleman will just be better oﬀ. This is why in Greece, despite the billions that were put
aside, the problem has still not been mitigated to any signiﬁcant
extent and is creating continuous tensions, while no serious integration prospect for the immigrants is unfolding.
In the absence of this rational, truly humanitarian and responsible approach you end up with an arbitrary situation,
where no one knows what is going on and why. Skepticism,
concern and a sense of powerlessness settle in. All sorts of
populists ﬂourish. Immigration ends up as a problem when, if
properly planned and managed, it could have been a blessing.
And, typically, some more layers of representation are somehow considered necessary to address the situation...
This is the cost of marginalizing citizens and entrusting irrel-
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evant third parties with these vital decisions.

The non-aggressive collectivism of political correctness
Political correctness, just like collectivism, is centered around
some big, pure and far away idea. However, instead of storming in its direction it has a diﬀerent modus operandi; it pulls the
idea, backwards, towards us. And tries to establish it in our realities, as if it were real.
How did it then arise? I suspect it started taking shape at the
cross-point of two realities. On the one hand, our societies are
still far away from escaping the inﬂuence of various versions
and updates of Platonic Forms. On the other hand, we are, and
have been for many decades now, sick and tired of aggression.
And so this mild version of the collective thinking developed
somewhere in between. No need to push through the many
enemies that stand in your way to the big idea. It suﬃces to just
try to reproduce your noble idea in our world. Why would anyone prevent you from seeking this goal?
A few examples of political correctness, from small to big.
Gender equality is a noble goal; almost all of us subscribe to
it. Yet, there is a long way until we can truly and fully achieve it.
Of course we must continuously strive in this direction, especially by means of education and promotion of good practice.
Political correctness however pulls this idea into our times as
if it already were a reality. When participating in research evaluation panels in the EC I noticed the great importance assigned
to keeping to the quotas between men and women, north and
south, business and education. Very often at the expense of the
quality of the process. Once, I recall a lady from an eastern country who could hardly speak English at all. When she showed up
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to the panels she was politely asked to leave the exercise; yet
she had been selected to ﬁll in some equity quota.
One cannot endanger the quality of actual processes on the
grounds of ideals. It is one thing to carry out an evaluation exercise 100% on merit and another thing to push forward with
an agenda on equity. Only political correctness can mess these
two up.
With the issue of immigration, we can see how political correctness manifests at the larger level. The ideal here is that all
people are the same and should enjoy equal opportunities. And
political correctness seeks to enforce this far away ideal onto
the current realities, in strong violation of identity, carrying capacity and the will of accommodating people.
I can recall a lot of such practices; all of them have in common that they represent a mindset that no one would ever consider for his private sphere. No one would hire a technician to
carry out a job for him and consider the technician’s sex among
his decision criteria. No one would open the door of his house
to allow any to enter and settle down.
Yet, this is the essence of collectivism; it always manifests
as a higher level of decision making, one strongly contradicting
individual needs and opinions. As a behavioral pattern that one
would never endorse for one’s own private realm.
Excess representation is the safe substrate of political correctness. Only in its realm can decision making and consequences be so profoundly detached one from another, and only there
can big words lie so far away from personal example and sacriﬁce.
Last but not least this practice will, in the end, undermine the
values themselves. People will get fed up with immigrants being pumped into their communities without their consent and
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approval; they will seek refuge in extremist ideologies, to address the situation in the short term.
People should be left to fully decide on these issues. I am
sure that would be far better for immigrants as well. Only the
system of representation with its many bearers and promoters
of political correctness would, all of a sudden, be jobless.

The levels of decision making
The exponentially increasing technology sophistication and capability of our times reveals, in the background, a fascinating
world. A world where the spectrum of our subjective choices
is now more diverse and more rich than ever. Matt Ridley in his
book “The Rational Optimist” elaborates, in depth, on the contemporary increase in free choice and on how this has been responsible for the increase in happiness in most of the western
countries since 1981. This unprecedented free choice is what I
see also as a key driver of the increased complexity of our decision making. Things are truly getting more and more complex,
so complex that we now have one good reason to consider
putting our representation system under some serious scrutiny
and eventually reducing its size. Because not only is it incompetent and incapable of reaching any optimal decision but because it also has many reasons to undermine such a decision, if
reached through a scientiﬁc way.
Let us say, for example, that our technocrats and experts
and the institutions they staﬀ have reached the scientiﬁcally
backed conclusion that the nation should move to endorse solar energy rather than biomass.
Why would someone possibly question such a decision?
Who can have a better overview of the speciﬁc issue, enabling
them to suggest the truly optimal approach?
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Of course this is not a democratic decision; that is not what
democracy is about. It would be ridiculous to ask the people
to decide on technical matters; such was never the practice of
democracy, not even in the times of far less complexity and
technical sophistication.
Also, this probably is not a decision that will keep all the
parts of the collective happy. Some will most likely see this as
awkward for their own interests.
What would this part of the collective do, how would it react
today? It would most likely look up to its politicians to save the
situation. These will of course respond and ﬁght for their case.
Putting together whatever absurd and local argument they can
assemble, they will ﬁght for their voters, often against all scientiﬁc evidence. In some cases, they will succeed in reversing the
suggestion of the experts and uprooting an opportunity and a
strategy that had been deﬁned in a scientiﬁc way.
This happens all too often. This is what I called the second
ugly role of representation. It is not only that it claims to have
some idea when it has none, it is also ready and fully determined to ﬁght for a non-scientiﬁc view, if this is for the interests
of its own collective, where it gets elected. And it will dress up
this noble ﬁght with fanfare, speeches and joyful paraphernalia.

Democratic conﬂict management
One may question here: so what happens if politicians do not
exist? How will the collective whose interests are threatened by
some decision react, vis-à-vis the greater collective?
Apparently in this example I have considered that our collective (e.g. region) is part of a broader collective (e.g. nation).
Further assumptions, indicative of the democratic model I have
in mind, are the following:
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Budgetary independence is taken as granted. Without it, no
serious decentralization and regional empowerment is conceivable. Also, the funding of the strategy is undertaken by the large
collective, based on agreed funds received from the smaller collectives. The collectives enjoy the beneﬁt of scale and the value
of the common identity and these are what essentially creates
cohesion and keeps the bigger collective in place.
Our question now is: in an environment where no maneuvering can be undertaken by politicians to confuse the issues
and undermine an optimal nation-level decision in favor of their
regional clients, how can this conﬂict of interest be managed?
I see the following two possibilities.
The small collective agrees with the larger agenda, despite
the fact that its own experts (and not politicians) have advised
it that this decision is not to its own interests. By agreeing to
this, it may earn some credits, implying that some more weight
will be given to its interests in future issues.
Alternatively, the small collective resists the planned strategy and informs the larger collective that it will pursue its own
agenda on the particular issue. The small collective is relieved
from the burden to fund this broader activity and use its funds
to develop its own local strategy.
Either of these decisions is taken democratically by referendum, whereby all participants are given the conﬂicting - in
terms of interest - expert information from both the large and
the small collective.
It only takes some good will, rational thinking, expert advice
and democratic decision making to reach an eventual decision. It also takes some time and some motivation to engage
with the collective aﬀairs. I will get back to this just below, as
it is quite critical. And I can see absolutely no reason for all this
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stage play, where politicians will maneuver, debate, give press
conferences, spread stories and theories, hand out promises
and spell out big and brave words just because they wish to
undermine a scientiﬁcally reached decision on behalf of their
collective. And - why not? - also start some separatist narrative.
Conﬂicts are inherent to human nature and cannot be avoided. But there is enough good will, expertise and technology
to manage them democratically. And in managing them in the
proper way, what we lose in fancy politician’s tricks we gain in
more compassionate, more informed, more responsible citizens fostering a stronger and more tolerant identity.
Admittedly, there may be more serious conﬂicts, but I fail to
see where such simple schemes as the above would prove inadequate to solve them.
Instead, I am convinced that the more complex the conﬂict
the more the waste, the implicit commitments, the bribes, the
gifts. The more the evil that representation can generate.

The polis rising again
We have seen that J.J. Rousseau acknowledged that representation is not true democracy, as well as that democracy is an
ideal and eventually unfeasible concept for the contemporary
conditions in society. He also never doubted the authenticity of
the ancient democracy that dominated the Hellenic world for
many centuries. Apparently he considered that this growth of
scale was a later development that made democracy impossible.
I have already touched upon this point in Chapter 2, and I
suggested there that democracy was truly only possible in conditions of controllable scale. Athens had a population of around
200-300,000, of which if one excluded slaves, people not bear-
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ing arms (including women) left us with 20-30,000 that were
the practitioners of democracy. Democracy was technically not
possible when numbers grew. This is why it was soon marginalized and exited the scene. Representation came to take its
place.
Representation has proved the best way to manage populous collectives, and hierarchies are the best way to organize
them. This applies to companies, to armies, to societies, etc.
However, what makes the discussion on democracy highly relevant again is that the dominance of the scale economy is being
challenged in our times. Small appears to be not only beautiful but also more and more eﬀective. Technology is the main
carrier of this empowerment: something that is changing what
the world looks like, how we work and how we live. The point
where we now stand is that of a wonderful symbiosis of large
and small in a most synergistic and mutually beneﬁcial way.
My point is that in this brave new world the polis is again
possible; therefore, democracy is again possible. Or, to be more
precise, democracy is no longer rendered impossible by scale.
Debates, consultations, votes, evaluations, proposal submissions, amendment procedures can all be carried out, most effectively, in the realm of the exquisite tools brought along by
the fourth industrial revolution.
Not only the polis and democracy are feasible again but also,
instead of collectives engaging in constant conﬂicts among
themselves, a new construct, that of a megapolis, is now possible. The EU seems to be seriously considering this direction although it is far from certain it will eventually march along it. This
megapolis represents a loose connectivity of the various collectives, a connectivity built on common and enriched identity
and the appreciation of the beneﬁts of scale. This represents a
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wonderful balance between self-determination, citizen responsibility and true democracy on the one hand, and the beneﬁt of
scale and co-ordination on the other.
This balance is in fact a new transposition of the equilibrium
between the individual and the collective. Which, in its turn, is
again the essence of democracy.
This is why I would consider the EU project to hold the potential for the most advanced ever paradigm of democracy:
one where democracy is fully and widely practiced at the level
of the polis while at the same moment a symbiotic megapolis is
formed to provide the beneﬁts of scale, wherever needed, as
well as to foster a stronger and more diversiﬁed identity and a
tolerant but also coherent value system.
I would consider this new, empowered polis under the umbrella of a megapolis an immense leap forward, a new level of
democratic achievement.
Now, if scale is no longer a limitation to the possibility of democracy, why do we need the small polis scale to practice it;
why can it not be the norm within the megapolis itself, our large
collective?
We truly and desperately need it, and the reason for this is
now complexity. Complexity is something constantly growing
in an exponential way. It closely tracks the similarly exponential growth of a unique and unprecedented scope of choices
we are oﬀered and faced with in our times. Complexity implies
numerous potentially conﬂicting interests, preferences, priorities, costs and beneﬁts, etc. And ﬁnally it is what makes small
scale imperative. Because only on this small scale can adequate
awareness of what is truly at stake be possible. Only in this context can citizen responsibility emerge and make thoroughly
elaborated decisions, fully conscious of the consequences,

2 3 6 | | N ik o s Sa k k as
whether on the cost or on the beneﬁt side. Without the need to
delegate these decisions to any rather redundant, in-between
representatives, who will only unleash the many misdeeds I
have been discussing in this chapter.
It is not possible to say what is the eﬀective size of a collective wherein true citizen awareness, engagement and responsibility are possible and wherein eventually democracy can again
ﬂourish. There is no reason why some eﬀective size should
even exist. It can be that of a city or a, perhaps moderately
sized, region. It can vary from area to area. What is certain is
that the typical European nation seems too big a scale to manage complexity and reach optimal decisions in which citizens
will participate and to whose implementation they will willingly
and passionately commit.
The scale of the nation is optimized for representation, not
for democracy and our polis-megapolis dipole. Yet, the nation
is still a source of strong feelings of identity that can only be
respected. People can of course only voluntarily consider if and
at what pace they would transfer decision making out of the
nation and towards our democratic dipole. Indeed, there can
be many compatible visions unfolding in many diﬀerent time
frames that one can push forward with such an agenda.
In accordance with the above, in my view the true strategy
for the EU would then be:
More power to the polis; more eﬃciency, diversity and synergy to
the megapolis.

The true challenge for democracy
Contrary to past periods, scale does no longer render democracy impossible. Small scale is no longer inherently disadvanta-
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geous. If re-discovered it may prove a high quality, functional
and eﬃcient context, requiring only a handful of speciﬁc activities and decisions to be settled at some higher level.
In addition, above I made the point that the increasing complexity of our times more and more requires and justiﬁes decentralization and democracy.
So what is it that makes democracy so diﬃcult?
Maybe it is what Benjamin Constant93 suspected almost two
centuries ago. The fact that the deﬁnition of freedom throughout the centuries has undergone some major changes. Citizenship is not as fashionable as it used to be. People have to invest
time in order to exercise their citizenship and, thus, make democracy possible. And they appear more and more reluctant to
do so. This is the key barrier to leveraging democracy to a new,
unmatched level.
Admittedly, a lot of people have no appetite for engaging
with public aﬀairs. Incidentally, I am also among these people.
And if I once made an exception to this rule it was only because
of the extraordinary and painful situation in Greece and the
spectacular rise of populism. Other people experiencing more
normal situations can aﬀord to stay well clear from public affairs. According to all statistical evidence, citizens are more and
more detached from civic life and the political process. Overall
the level of participation is very low. People do not even care to
go and vote: an investment of half to one hour.
In my view, we do not have time or appetite because in the
way things are currently set up any such engagement is pretty
useless. Even worse, it is a pretext and a justiﬁcation for representation.
93 Benjamin Constant, “De la liberté des Anciens comparée à celle des Modernes”, 1819.
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There are two ways to receive and explain this daunting fact
of such a low political engagement. The ﬁrst is to consider that
people are inherently indiﬀerent to civic life, too individualistic
to engage in anything resembling it. The second is to consider
this absenteeism as an implicit, silent denouncement of representation.
I am of course strongly in favor of the second approach.
I can build some theory but I will refrain from doing so; once
again I will call upon empirical evidence. Not only will I point to
the people in the democratic polis of antiquity who happily and
honorably engaged with the democratic process. But also the
overwhelming participation of the Swiss people, in what is by
far the most advanced model of democracy nowadays, makes
me conﬁdent that it is not that people are indiﬀerent; it is rather
that they are bored, to use a mild and a politically correct expression.
Explaining the full life cycle cost of representation, all its irrational and unethical decisions, the great corpulence and incompetence that comes with it, the market distortion it leaves in its
wake and the corruption it generates holds a great potential to
change the established perception and code of practice.
It will not be easy and it will not be a short process. I do however envision a new, rejuvenating breeze over our societies. A
rediscovery of the role of the citizen and the immersion in the
magical world of the “Who wishes to speak next?” The strange
balancing point, where individualism blends with active participation in the life of the collective.
Which is what democracy was always about. A rare concept
and practice of balance. And not any ﬁxed set of truths founded
around some big idea - on a priori, and thus, mostly arbitrary
and typically aggressive, knowledge.
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Conclusion
Scientists have for many centuries been despised and persecuted by religious fanatics. Now that this era is mostly over, with
the exception of quite a few, mostly religious, fanatics that keep
on insisting and preaching that the earth is ﬂat and the like, we
have representation taking a similar approach. Not as openly of
course; besides its practitioners use in their everyday lives a lot
of “techno-stuﬀ”. But in a more subtle way: by claiming explicitly or implicitly that scientiﬁc evidence is not enough to make decisions. Nor is democratic debate adequate for selecting from
among the many well founded options that experts may bring
in front of the citizens. Some magic power is further required
to fertilize all these: to dilute them, to make them simpler and
more digestible. And, of course, it is for them to provide this
unique service, as they are the carriers of this magic, sanctiﬁed,
in addition, by the aﬃrmed support of citizens and their vote.
I believe the arguments of representation are only hypocritical and unfounded; they often serve its own well-being and always promote a wasteful, irrational and unethical status quo.
I am by no means saying that our politicians, as a whole, are
unethical and irrational people. Not even the majority of them
are so. Most of them have some important technical expertise,
in some domain; in their everyday lives, however, they need to
practice diﬀerent skills to those they often have in abundance.
In this way their real and unexercised skills enter a process of
decay, while those they are forced to practice serve an ugly, undemocratic and wasteful system.
What I am saying is that the system of representation in our
times is somewhere between a fundamentally weak and a totally useless construct. The exact point is diﬃcult to say; only
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when a reduction process launches and progresses will we be
able to gradually see what exactly its due placement, if any, is.
Representation seeks to solve an unsolvable problem. What
its proponents claim as the people’s interest, does not exist.
Rather, it is so complex and is packaged with so many conﬂicts
that it is impossible to deﬁne: unless we are happy with trivial
and cheap statements about progress, equality, justice and the
like that nobody truly contests any more.

6. The EU project
Introduction
The western world is the cradle of individualism and of all rights
associated with it: property, human rights, freedom, etc. It has
been molded on these values and has heroically and successfully defended them any time they have been under threat from
collectivism and totalitarianism.
It is of course far from being any perfect world. However, I
would frankly consider any reference to “a perfect world” as a
logical fallacy; such a world existed only in Plato’s fantasy and
in that of his many and diverse followers who set out to discover this perfect world, manipulating collectives and frequently
turning them into aggressive and murderous instruments.
Individualism unleashed immense and unprecedented creative powers, both in the scientiﬁc and the artistic domain, and
resulted in unique wealth and a prolonged and high quality of
life. All these advantages are at the center of the interest of the
greatest part of the planet. Whenever given the opportunity, it
surges to emulate them and the most ambitious and impatient
even seek to be a part of them. Either by adopting and absorbing the cultural templates the west continuously generates or
even by setting out to cross the Paciﬁc Ocean and reach some
blessed shore of the West.
Technology and free markets have been the two power
sources the western individual has relied upon. In comparison
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to other parts of the world, the West has beneﬁted the most
and this beneﬁt has very little in common with the brute looting of the past colonization period. It has been a far fairer development. This is why small countries like Singapore, S. Korea,
etc. have made such dramatic progress, while being pretty
conﬁdent that no big guy will show up, as in all past periods
of history, to collect slaves, fees, or loot the native resources.
These small giants clearly showed that it is a matter of some
decades to transform a country, to move it out of utter poverty into prosperity. The only true requirements are to have the
right leaders and to set up the right institutions, fostering the
individualist values. Others, who have stuck to the usual, anticolonial narrative and centuries-old excuses, are also stuck in
under development, poverty, totalitarianism and aggression.
Socialists are muttering and whimpering; all this was not really foreseen in their big idea. What a pity indeed! How could
their 19th Century peers have predicted that technology and
markets would sustain seven billion people, a seven-fold increase of the population of the earth at their time? Or that
billions would be moving out of poverty? Or that all over the
planet life expectancy would almost double?
The beneﬁts of course have not been enjoyed by all to the
same degree. The architect - the West - got far more out of this
process. Unfair? Quite possibly, although I doubt there is any
way to really say what would have been fairer and how this
could have possibly been achieved. The irony is that those raising ﬁerce accusations of unfairness will still not agree that without free markets all this would have been impossible. They are,
thus, concerned about the distribution of a wealth that would
have never been produced under their leadership. Trapped into
such grave logical inconsistencies and, in addition, failed and
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powerless, they now deserve more indiﬀerence than attention.
The EU is a distinctive part of the western world. What really makes it so distinctive, besides perhaps the rich history and
unique cultural resources? In my view this is what I would call its
unique social model.

The EU social model
In what sense is the EU social model unique? I think in two ways,
of which the one I consider positive, requiring further development, and the other negative, to which one should rather bid
farewell.
The positive aspect of this social model is its special relationship with the society collective. In my view Europeans experience society in a far more comprehensive way than Americans.
This is something that can easily be misunderstood. There are
social issues where the US is more advanced than the EU. I
know, for example, that the legal framework for the rights of
disabled people in the US is far more elaborate, advanced and
protective than the respective framework in the EU. Even if we
compare it with that of the most socially advanced countries,
such as the Nordic nations, the Netherlands, etc.
I am clearly not referring to social institutions where it would
be very diﬃcult to trace the diﬀerences and make any benchmarking. I am rather referring to how all these are perceived
and digested by citizens. How they are transposed into their
everyday lives. And I think that the construct of society may
be more present in the mind of a European than an American.
If I were to put it schematically I would say the American fully
respects society but feels it to be something out of his own
sphere, something like an external constraint or condition to
his everyday existence. At least in normal times: because in ex-
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treme situations, such as WWII, he is fully capable of redeﬁning
priorities, prioritizing the collective and displaying unique heroism and patriotism.
The European does not just respect society; he feels himself
more linked to, more connected to society. More tied up with
it. Because of this, I believe he better understands and appreciates the value of services stemming from society.
Perhaps this special relationship is why Europeans do not allow societies to kill citizens (death penalty), just as they do not
allow citizens to own guns and shoot around to defend their
private space.
As a result, it comes at no surprise that libertarian ideas, systemically disregarding the notion of society, are far more widespread in the US than they are in the EU.
What I receive as negative about the EU social model is that
it historically bears the stamp of socialist statism and collectivism. It never really broke its ties with it. This is also why socialist
ideas, systemically disregarding the notion of the individual, are
far more widespread now in the EU than in the US.
Although I can somehow explain and understand this afﬁliation until the early decades of the 20th Century, I ﬁnd it really unacceptable that it carried on for so many decades and to
some extent still lingers in EU societies. Communism in the US
was as early as the 50s totally discredited, with just a few thousand supporters94. In Europe, however, Stalin was systematically praised by its intelligentsia; even its Nobel laureates, such
as J.P. Sartre, whom Raymond Rosenthal, when reviewing the
book “Important Nonsense” published by Lionel Abel, called a
Solid Stalinist95 for being fully aligned with the key points of the
94 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communist_Party_USA
95http://www.nytimes.com/1987/03/29/books/l-was-sartre-a-stalinist-718387.
html
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soviet doctrine of the time. Something most strikingly apparent
in Sartre’s book “The Ghost of Stalin”.
Similar can be said for the anarchist ideas in the US and Europe. European anarchists such as Bakunin and Kropotkin, despite being critical towards Marxists, never really reached outside collectivism and nor did they endorse the key role of the
individual in the process of progress. Anarchists endorsing collectivism! What a major oxymoron, indeed! US anarchists such
as Warren, Tucker and Voltairine de Cleyre were far more practically committed to individualism96. Here is a quote from V. de
Cleyre97 that one would never hear from her European peers.
Anarchism, to me, means not only the denial of authority, not
only a new economy, but a revision of the principles of morality.
It means the development of the individual as well as the assertion of the individual. It means self-responsibility, and not leader
worship.
Or, even worse, these wonderful quotes below would have
made European leftists shake from anger.
Miss Goldman is a communist; I am an individualist. She wishes to
destroy the right of property, I wish to assert it98.
Anarchism declares that private enterprise, whether individual or
cooperative, is equal to all the undertakings of society99.
I do believe collectivist thinking has been far more widespread in Europe than in the US, for reasons that go beyond
this essay. Something that may well have resulted in the two
96 In the sub-chapter “The anti-science nature of the collectivist myth” the Cincinnati exchange masterminded by Warren is brieﬂy discussed; it clearly shows
the far more pragmatic and experience oriented approach of American anarchists.
97 Voltairine de Cleyre, “Exquisite Rebel: The Essays of Voltairine de Cleyre -- Anarchist, Feminist, Genius”. State University of New York Press, page 11.
98 Ibid.
99 Ibid., 23.
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major collectivist and totalitarian threats of the 20th Century
that it nurtured on its soil.
Of course, the balance between the individual and the collective is a very diﬃcult one indeed. One can easily step oﬀ its
path. Either by failing to understand society and its unique services, equating them with state aggression and wastefulness,
something that so often shows up in the works of modern US
libertarians. Or by refusing to see and fully acknowledge the
key role of the individual in history and the necessity to always
safeguard it and uphold it as the powerhouse of progress and
all human achievement: something well discernible that ought
not be ground down by the appetite or the whimsical, superior
mission of the collective. Something that I believe is, unfortunately, far more common in the European tradition.
This balance has historically been truly diﬃcult to achieve. As
diﬃcult as democracy itself, which as a theory and a practice is
not only built on exactly this subtle balance but also fosters it as
the essence of public life and citizen-hood.
Eliminating collectivism and rediscovering and leveraging
democracy to what our current state of knowledge and technology allows it to be: this is what I see as the essence of the
EU project.

Claiming both the scale and the decentralization value
Society has always moved hand in hand with technology,
whose achievements pervaded and reshaped it. Technology today is more than ever in favor of networks and not hierarchies,
of distribution and not centralization, of handshaking and not
command and control.
It is only natural that these dramatic changes are directly re-
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ﬂected in the organization of society.
Remote workers, ﬂat organizational schemes, participation,
sharing, self-determination are widespread and gaining more
and more followers and staunch practitioners.
For sure, scale economies have not all of a sudden vanished;
they are still there, present and powerful. Depending on the
context they may still present immense opportunities and competitive advantages. Only now they cannot, by deﬁnition, overwhelm the economic activity as Marx had predicted. And even
more interesting is the fact that in several cases big and small
co-exist harmoniously in settings such as Facebook, Airbnb,
etc. I hear socialists whimpering about the small neighborhood
shop, extinguished by the large retailer. That is the natural way
of things, to the great beneﬁt of society. It is not the ﬁrst time
that some activities have become unproductive and have given
way to the new technology. Yet, this image, with the small and
the big shop, is not at all representative of what is unfolding. It
only aspires to breathe some life into the socialist narrative. In
vain, however.
Also, these developments do not apply only to the economy
and its actors, i.e., companies. They also apply to society. And so
we have the likes of Luxembourg and Singapore, whose small
size has not stood in their way towards their unique prosperity. On the contrary, provided true leaders and competent and
free institutions are in place, the smaller the size the easier it is
for each to reach the top ranks of GDP per capita. The top 10
positions, as explained in the preface, are in fact occupied by
minuscule countries of a few millions.
When has this happened before? One has to delve back 2500
years into the Hellenic world to see a similar success of the small
scale. How can such a unique and wonderful development pass
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by unattended, how can it not be saluted? How can it ever be
obscured by the miserable and untrue, in its substance and connotations, two-shop narrative of the socialists?
My key point however is not that small scale can lead to
unique economic performance. It is rather that small scale can
lead to a more engaged and responsible citizen. Small scale is
where issues make sense, where they can be understood, analyzed, debated, decided upon. Small scale is where you can see
and touch the results of these decisions. Small scale is an important condition for social innovation, a substrate of responsibility; it is a remedy for a dramatic citizen detachment and his
inability to indulge in civic life, to experience belonging and participation and true citizenship.
Large scale is where many mediators and facilitators will immediately show up. They will politely ask us to step aside, they
will praise their unique problem solving skills and their superior
capacity to see the big picture. From time to time they will ask
for our approval. Most of the time nobody will remember their
initial narrative and how far away it was from the end result.
It seems they were not so wise after all. But who really cares?
Besides, they are all the same. People get more and more detached and in the meanwhile representation, of course, gets
fatter and fatter.
This ridiculous situation gives rise to populism: saviors that
will save us from “the system”, a general term for all evil. Saviors only looking forward to getting hold of the system, to their
own beneﬁt. The good guys who will come and chase away the
bad ones. That is all that is needed! But, there is nothing really
to dismantle. Besides, how can you dismantle some vague notion of evil? It seems impossible, not meaningful. It suﬃces that
people give their blessing to the populist narrative and elect
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them to establish its new order.
A short-lived new order, indeed. What has become of the
enthusiasm of the Brexiteers? Not much left beyond concern
and a feeling that “we may have messed it up”. I was recently
in a lodge in Hull and had a chat with the owner, an old lady in
her 70s. She was head over heels for Brexit and very fearful of
the immigrant issue. Later in the discussion I realized that when
talking about immigrants she meant the Poles! She was not
concerned about the completely closed oﬀ Muslim enclaves;
she was worried about the Poles! I found it futile to carry on
and explain that the inﬂux of Polish technicians was a net and
sheer beneﬁt for Britain. Besides, I had failed to explain this in
my own country as regards the many hundreds of thousands
that came from Eastern Europe and largely beneﬁted the local
economy. Misinformation and stereotypes are just rampant.
Populism spews them out at speeds impossible to follow.
What about Catalan independence ﬁghters? They were very
happy about getting the vast majority of the vote of just 25%
of the electorate! And still, in the polarized December election,
failing to get the majority vote. What an ambition and what a
success!
Not to mention the grotesque Greek referendum and all that
preceded it. All the big warlords of the left and the right, determined to bring the capitalist monster down to its knees. All
their many followers bought their unbelievable nonsense and
were keen on uncovering and exposing Nazi supporters behind
every pro-European person. Some were also very comfortable
with burning people alive100 just because they wanted to work
and not protest against capitalism. One more crime in the end100 In May 2009, three people, one of them pregnant, were burnt alive in the
Marﬁn Bank, central Athens, by communist bandits.
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less list of collectivist aggression. Where are all these warriors
today? What happened to their glorious battle with capitalism?
Either they managed to get themselves on the state payroll or
they have swallowed up their tongues. Easily and conveniently
again.
High on the list I would put immigration. The top story on
the agenda of all sorts of populists, from the big socialist hearts
to the more conservative and phobic right-wingers. And citizens caught in the middle, or rather turning their back and going their way and leaving their passionate representatives to
quarrel on their behalf. Who would then send them the bill to
settle later that day.
Political correctness seeps in; it engulfs the whole of the
society and paralyzes it. In a large, crazy scene dominated by
representation and populism, the conviction gradually establishes that everything is roughly the same, that nothing really
matters, that everything is fundamentally ambivalent and has
many interpretations, all of them equally possible and respectable. This ideological porridge is equated to tolerance and the
form (correctness) assumes overwhelming priority over the
content (idea, value, debate). An excuse needs to be found
for everything, even for acts of extreme aggression. This is the
key doctrine of political correctness. Islamist blow-ups have
suﬀered in their childhood from their parents, who have bad
memories from colonization. Female genital mutilation (FGM)
is a cultural trait, not a crime. Besides, the Jews also practice it.
We are not allowed to discriminate against Muslims alone. So
goes the story! Despite the fact that male Jews suﬀer no impact
in their life from their religious tradition, it is still equated with
FGM and its barbaric intention and, unfortunately, impact, of
eliminating sexual pleasure from women, while also causing,
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in the process, many (nobody knows how many...) deaths. All
of them on European soil with the silent but full acceptance of
its legal system. Of course one will rightfully notice here that
it is impossible for any law to maintain any validity unless the
citizens uphold it. Institutions are living organisms; either they
receive continuous approval or they wither away.
A profound lack of nerve. A sense of helplessness and detachment. Volatile minds easily manipulated by populists, and
easily drifting apart and changing as soon as some true events
knock on the door.
I sometimes suspect that new technologies and the shrunken attention span they come with just make things worse. All
this populist blah-blah is just completely out of tune with real
life, especially that of younger people. Search on Google for
“talk without saying anything” and you will get something like
340,000,000 results... There is such a feeling of boredom and
exhaustion every time representation starts telling its stories
that recently, in the US, people perhaps voted for Mr. Trump
just because they were so completely fed up with useless,
pointless and unaccountable talking. Trump was the stereotype
of a doer and a non-talker. That was enough to subconsciously
guide the electorate to his election. No more details needed.
This is the legacy of representation. Or rather some snapshots of it.

Empowering the citizen and reducing representation
Representation has a home; it is called the state. We need to
storm this home and ﬁnd out what is really going on there. We
need to ask questions: what is this and what is that and why?
We must also change the focus of the lens: adjust it to the
small scale, to the real problems, to George, Mary and Daisy, to
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the bills, to what we gain and what we lose, to all we want and
do not want. We need to start talking, debating, deciding. To
send the message that representation is not working any more,
that big fat words are not to be consumed and are just making
us dizzy. We need to do away with this ﬂuﬀy virtual reality we
have been forced into, ﬁnd our nerve, discern aggression and
intolerance and go fervently after it as something unconditionally incompatible with our very being.
We will not be able to do all this if the scale is big. This investigation will not be possible; on the large scale representation
has an advantage, it will seek to maneuver and will most likely
succeed in doing so. We had better break this scale down into
smaller parts so that they can be best scrutinized and have their
fat removed. To start with.

From just-in-time to down-to-size
It was the Japanese that pioneered the just in time (JIT) concept
in their industry, starting from Toyota Corporation. Despite the
initial surprise, if not outright irony, of the global economy, the
model was soon understood, its merits were acknowledged
and then it was adopted widely and globally. It is now considered a milestone in the history of manufacturing, side by side
with the production chain invented and established by Henry
Ford in the dawn of the 20th Century. The perspective of JIT
was that of totally eradicating waste (the famous “muda” in
Japanese), all sorts of waste, wherever it might occur. In scrap
materials, unproductive labor, wasted energy, oversized and
rotting stock, and many more facets of manufacturing activity.
The story of pioneer Toyota is vividly recounted by Womack,
Jones and Roos101.
101 James P. Womack, Daniel T. Jones and Daniel Roos, “The machine that
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We dearly need a similar revolution in society. Because representation has created many layers of awful waste. Waste
that goes by unattended and is taken as something natural, just
in the way it happened in the industry before the JIT turning
point. Universities that serve no role besides that of the subsistence of its staﬀ, debt that is continuously on the rise, a notorious range of state controlled bodies, organizations and even
companies pretending that they do business. All this is not really necessary. All this can be scrapped, and no-one will notice a
thing, besides the lower taxes or the better and more eﬀective
social services. Or, if somebody really serves some purpose, it
can be taken to the markets and see its productivity dramatically increase.
In line with previous arguments and positions, I do not at all
reject the idea of public space, designed, owned, enjoyed and
ﬁnanced by all via democratic governance. What I vehemently
reject is the idea of public hideouts for incompetence, misuse
of public money, market distortion, and all that goes behind it
and sustains it. Statism, clientelism, favoritism, nepotism, and,
especially the many big and hypocritical myths of populism that
provide the necessary “good intention” package.
You can sum this up in just one word. Representation.
And representation’s waste, just as manufacturing waste,
should not be taken for granted or regarded as a natural phenomenon. It should rather go down the path of its industry
peers: it should be constantly challenged, its wasteful nature
should be brought into the daylight and all its painful mythology ridiculed.
Representation needs to be brought down to size. To start
with.
changed the world”. Free Press, 1990.
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Towards a collective responsibility?
In the second chapter, I strongly rejected any notion of collective responsibility. This has historically been mostly a murderous collectivist trick aiming at manipulation and often resulting
in sheer and massive aggression.
I believe individuals have been and still are the drivers of history. Over time and in the developed parts of the world, institutions have emerged. These have greatly leveraged the eﬀorts
of individuals and have highlighted the signiﬁcance of teams
and teamwork. It is now widely believed that the quality of institutions holds the key to progress and prosperity.
Yet, all this is, in my view, still far short of suggesting we are
on the verge of a frank, and not hypocritical, era of collective
responsibility. A ﬁrst and obvious key condition for this would
be to have true collective decision making. Something we are
still far oﬀ from achieving.
Would that be enough? It is hard to say. The true democratic
process may hold such potential: both in its capacity as an institution as well as that of the only genuine, peaceful blend between the individual and the collective. Yet, that may still not be
enough to start sketching some meaning and opening the door
for any collective responsibility.
In the ancient world, democracy, for better or worse, did not
eclipse the role of individuals. This remained highly signiﬁcant.
In modern Switzerland, the closest contemporary model to true
democracy, we are faced with quite a diﬀerent pattern; the role
of leaders is there much subdued. Few people can name members of the minister cabinet of Switzerland; they govern for a
very short term, rotating among the cantons.
I would rather not bet on this issue; besides the collectivist
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mindset, where the collective responsibility mythology originates from, is so pervasive that I cannot hold myself completely
clean from it. It is possible that under true democratic governance collective responsibility might start acquiring some purpose and some content. It is also possible that it will not. And
there are, of course, all sorts of gray in between points.

Claiming the identity value
What attracts people to fan clubs, to watching football matches? Is it just the spectacle itself? Certainly not: it is something
that goes much deeper. Identity.
We need to respect identity, and of course we should do so
even if we do not like football. We must only demand it to be
non-aggressive. For example, hooliganism cannot be tolerated.
The same applies to our collectives and their sense of identity. This is absolutely valid and needs to be defended. In time,
a second value has emerged in the western world: respect for
diversity, which in fact embeds tolerance towards diﬀerence
within our core identity. Allowing it to become more and more
a part of our identity. I welcome the process, but we must not
exclude the possibility of conﬂicts on the way. Not everyone
will have the same view about how to moderate such potential conﬂicts. These conﬂicts are not of a scientiﬁc nature, so
experts are not relevant here. They must be assigned to democratic debate and decision making.
Simultaneously with conﬁrming our commitment to and
non-discrimination towards all conceivable human diversity we
also need to eliminate every aggression, regardless of its statement of purpose, as a threat to the collective. These two approaches must go together, if we are to avoid such laughable
logical fallacies as those suggested by political correctness.
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A fallacy of this kind was ﬁrst described by Karl Popper in
1945 (no coincidence - the period oﬀered ample empirical evidence) and coined as “The paradox of tolerance”. The paradox
states that if a society is tolerant without limit, its ability to be
tolerant will eventually be seized or destroyed by the intolerant. Popper came to the conclusion that in order to maintain a
tolerant society, the society must be intolerant of intolerance.
In practical terms the core value of tolerance has to be fully
and eﬀectively endorsed by any person seeking to relocate
to the EU. Also, of almost equal importance is the need to fully respect and abide by the legal system. The law is a central
concept in the EU and its value system. Disrespect for the law
simply cannot be tolerated. Similarly, any second parallel legal
system is inconceivable.
That is exactly the point where I am greatly concerned about
Islam, far more than I am about its bomb terrorists that blow
themselves up across the EU as well as elsewhere. The key problem with Islam is that it is not just a religion that would happily
restrict its practices to within its mosques. If this was the case,
no sane person would have any problem at all. Besides, this is
what other religions have now been doing for a long time and
with full respect from all sides. The true problem starts when
Islam wishes to establish a code of life and a set of institutions,
including its own legal system (sharia, etc.), that will overﬂow
into the whole of civic life. This is utterly incompatible with the
EU status quo and is impossible to accommodate.
From a more general perspective but essentially rephrasing
the same issue, one could say that Islam has not been domesticated as other religions have. As such, Islam has a claim on the
whole of the civic life. Something that of course cannot be accepted or managed by means of the naive suggestions of politi-
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cal correctness and its “eyes wide shut” approach.
Unfortunately, the lack of nerve identiﬁed above is fully applicable here. The situation is left untouched, pushed under the
carpet, as if this would magically generate some solution.
The situation, if left unattended, will generate unprecedented tensions. As the Muslim communities remain in deliberate
isolation and increase in numbers, we will soon reach the point
where several communities will ask for a “democratic” replacement of the established law system with their favorite one. I
predict this will be the next wave of “self-determination” requests in the EU, far more diﬃcult to manage and mediate than
Catalonia and the like.
Liberal minded people and collectives must take action now
or risk standing by later to silently monitor tensions running out
of control.
Frankly and sadly, I am almost certain that no such ﬁrm position will be taken. There is no evidence of it, given the “happy
hour” mentality that is currently prevailing. Therefore, the tensions are, most likely, bound to increase. Only when there is
enough noise will liberal minded people wake up. I only hope
that it is not too late by then. At this point I cannot help but
remember Mr. Chamberlain, who was a master of “shut eyes”
policies.
Clearly also, despite what hypnotized politically correct people may think, I have no problem whatsoever with Muslims as
individuals. My one and only problem is with aggression.
Because, in the end and contrary to Mrs. Thatcher’s famous
quote, the collective truly exists and is a provider of unique services. If the collective is overwhelmed by aggressive practices
this will soon be terribly felt at the individual level too. There
can be no eﬀective hideout. We had better keep this always in
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mind.
Just like representation, so individualism also has a home, a
diﬀerent one; this is called society.

From labor specialization to social mobility
Labor specialization has been one of the most hotly debated
issues throughout history. Furthermore, it is one where the
views raised do not always coincide with our trivial, theoretical
approximations of left and right. Marxists, anarchists and liberals all raised similar concerns as to the division of labor.
Plato was the ﬁrst to systematically touch on the issue from
a fully positive point of view102.
Well then, how will our state supply these needs? It will need a
farmer, a builder, and a weaver, and also, I think, a shoemaker and
one or two others to provide for our bodily needs.
Plato of course did not consider such labor classes in economic terms, nor did he consider that there was purpose in
moving across the boundaries of them (although it is to his
credit that this he allowed to happen, if there was reason to do
so). It was only much later that work division was associated
with economic productivity. Adam Smith103 was to do this in the
most systematic way. He, however, remained very skeptical
and very critical as to the broader impacts of labor division:
Labor division can lead to the almost entire corruption and degeneracy of the great body of the people, unless government takes
some pains to prevent it.
Other liberal thinkers such as Alexis de Tocqueville104 carried
102 Plato, “The Republic”, 369 B.
103 Adam Smith, “An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations”. University Press, Edinburgh, 1827, page 327.
104 Alexis de Tocqueville, “Democracy in America Volume 1 & 2”. Henry Reeve,
New York, 1900, page 432.
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on along the same critical rationale:
Nothing tends to materialize man, and to deprive his work of the
faintest trace of mind, more than extreme division of labor.
Karl Marx105, especially in his early works, coined the term of
worker alienation from the worker’s own product and was fervently critical of division of labor.
In communist society, where nobody has one exclusive sphere
of activity but each can become accomplished in any branch he
wishes, society regulates the general production and thus makes
it possible for me to do one thing today and another tomorrow,
to hunt in the morning, ﬁsh in the afternoon, rear cattle in the
evening, criticize after dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever
becoming hunter, ﬁsherman, herdsman or critic. (German Ideology)
Anarchist Henry David Thoreau106 criticized the division of labor in his seminal work “Walden” on the grounds that it broke
the connectedness of people and society and nature.
Austrian economists were the ﬁrst to note that the beneﬁts
of labor specialization are immense while also claiming that
there is no reason why they should counteract the broader human development.
I wholly agree with this view; it is utterly impossible, genuinely utopian to be a philosopher in the morning, a musician
at noon and a mathematician at dusk. Unless of course your
name is Leonardo da Vinci and your time is a much simpler one
than our contemporary era. For most of us it would suﬃce to
have expertise in one or a couple of domains at the most, and
then have the ability to understand and enjoy the endeavors of
other domains. Besides, over-specialization is no longer as degrading as it might have been a century ago. All the fears of the
105 Karl Marx, “The German Ideology”. Freedman, 1962, page 234.
106 Henry David Thoreau, “Walden”. Viking Press, 1975, pages 281-82.
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full political spectrum have subsided as a result of technology.
Machines are now taking care of the dullest tasks of those days.
We are left with far more mind and soul challenging tasks.
In addition, it is well known that the average individual will
change jobs many times in his life; this is why the important
thing is not what you know but how fast you can learn and
adapt your skills to the new requirements. Not rarely, the same
people that are concerned about labor specialization are simultaneously concerned about its very opposite: change of job and
adaptation and development of new skills. Besides, all these
can be easily connected to the new imaginary foe: globalization. What a unique opportunity for a little more jargon and a
few more raised ﬁsts!
Though labor specialization is here to stay, and it is welcome
to do so, its worse and more degrading aspects - those that created such excitement and anger among the ranks of all ideologies - are not really with us anymore. The new world asks for far
more than just specialization. It asks for ﬂexibility and adaptability, continuous learning, a capacity to address multidisciplinary
problems. It asks for and it awards the ability to operate beyond the labor specialization framework. In this sense, we are
well into a post-labor-specialization period.
What matters in this new period is education and, especially,
mobility. They are both pivotal for enriching our lives and allowing us to ﬂy above the constraints of our own tiny and local-intime specializations. The importance of education is quite obvious in this perspective. Mobility however carries also a great
educational potential. The ability to travel, settle down easily in
new areas and interact with other people does not only expose
you to the pleasure of their workings; it also molds a much less
arrogant and more understanding character.
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This is quite clear to most of us. And I do think the EU is doing
a lot to enhance these opportunities of barrier free mobility. For
the young there are many instruments in place designed exactly
for this purpose (e.g. the Erasmus program in the universities).
The market is open and business set-up and mobility, as well
as economic transactions, are easier than they have ever been.
Moreover, older people can also enjoy mobility at lower fares.
Overall, these are truly important and well appreciated
achievements. I do, however, at this point, want to introduce
a new kind of mobility. I would call it social mobility, and would
link it directly to democracy. I do believe that democratic governance holds the potential to usher us into a new realm, to
widen the deﬁnition and the way we experience mobility, by
enabling this new social mobility.
What would this new social mobility be and what opportunities would it oﬀer?
The small scale of democratic governance would allow different forms of social organizations to co-exist. By social organization I mean something very speciﬁc; the exact way citizens
relate to the collective. I believe the key thing here, in our times,
is if and how and under what conditions collectives practically
engage in redistribution. This is bound to remain a highly controversial issue across the EU, one that will only become more
and more serious as social services become increasingly diverse
and expensive.
However, I fully understand and I am also happy that there
is no hope of seriously resolving this issue by creating any infallible theory and trying to forcefully impose it on all dissidents. We
would rather get used to the idea and start preparing ourselves
to be a part (ﬁnancially as well) of the realities that we consider
best ﬁt us: to live according to what we preach and believe. In
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the end, this is what redistribution is about. It is about legitimate and welcome personal preferences. And it is certainly not
about some grand ideological conﬂict, backed by many big ideologies, as the narrative of representation goes.
In theory and in response to our topic you can have here all
the range, from libertarian (no redistribution) to communist
(no property) setups. My prediction is that no extreme end of
this spectrum stands any chance to survive as a viable social
model. But one need not care about my prediction. The small
scale of democratic governance will allow any approach to address the citizens and seek their approval. And, in any case, the
possible practical settings that may result, as regards this key
issue of redistribution, would be plentiful. And they would be
practical and real and non-aggressive and citizen engaging. To
the great disappointment of the great ideologues of all ﬂanks
of representation who would see their job greatly endangered.
Social mobility would allow one to relocate to cities that are
closer to one’s preferences, as regards such social organization
issues, by taking account of the available collective services and
their associated costs, in which one would naturally have to participate.
Social mobility represents a new level of self-fulﬁllment and
experience. It is a great opportunity and a means towards responsible citizenship, towards everybody’s best ﬁt within the
collective.
Democracy is imperative for this new social mobility; without it, it cannot exist. Without its small, responsible and practical decision making context, one will have to keep up with
the painful ideological jargon and the personal agendas, in the
background. And with the aggression all this may from time to
time generate.
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What is essential is that people take control of their lives; allowing social mobility to unfold is a means to achieve this. This
will then also generate better opportunities for democracy itself. The more open the collective, the deeper and more substantial the debate, the more reﬁned and responsible the decisions. The less the noise, the waste and the misunderstanding.
A ﬁnal comment. One may in this process towards social
mobility sense a risk for diversity. If collectives somehow automatically ﬁlter out “dissidents” will this not result in a loss of
diversity?
It may truly seem so, but only superﬁcially. If you take a closer look, should this process truly unfold, it would end up with
a great diversity of possible social organization contexts. Yes,
each of them would be, perhaps, more homogenous. However, under the condition of free mobility between collectives,
provided of course you accept its modus operandi principles,
the overall true diversity of the whole picture would be greatly
increased.
Having a socialist and a libertarian suﬀer under the rule of
the representatives of each other, may not be the best way
to experience diversity. Allow them to directly practice what
they preach. Reality and personal engagement, away from the
safe haven of the big cheap words of representation, may then
show that those perceived great diﬀerences were not really
that big. A consciousness that could be an arrow in the heart
of aggression.

Claiming the journey value
Innovation is a critical process whose eﬀective moderation
will have a direct impact on wealth generation. Innovation is a
process of continuous investigation that primarily relates to sci-
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ence and technology but also extends over to society.
We currently endure representation and all its mythology
and marginalization it reserves for the citizen. At the same moment, companies of the caliber of IBM107 seek to engage citizens in the innovation process. A new term has been coined to
describe this emerging process: co-creation.
Co-creation claims that the role of citizens in the innovation
process can be signiﬁcant and multifold. As explorers, where
they discuss emerging and existing issues. As initiators, where
citizens may conceptualize novel solutions to well-deﬁned
tasks. As designers, where they may design and develop implementable solutions to well-deﬁned problems, including regulatory amendments. And, last, as diﬀusers, where citizens can
think, test and feed back on technology or policy innovations.
Similarly, private investors may launch ideas and monitor the
response or the activity of the community.
Such is the sophistication of the private sector in engaging
citizens.

Managing redistribution
I see redistribution as an idea that is backed by an important
rational argument, and not just as some subjective feeling of
what is fair and what is not.
Non-earned value, generated in the past, continuously overﬂows to our societies and our times. This value cannot be arbitrarily appropriated by any actual operator, or any set thereof,
on the assumption that they can make best use of it. As a matter of principle it must therefore be distributed to society, unless some good reason not to do so can be called upon.
107 IBM Center for the Business of Government, “Engaging Citizens in Co-Creation in Public Services: Lessons Learned and Best Practices”, http://www.businessofgovernment.org/report/engaging-citizens-co-creation-public-services
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This is, as I believe, the logical justiﬁcation of redistribution.
However, one would experience great diﬃculties in making
any calculation of this value and trying to estimate what level
of redistribution it should amount to. And there is always the
issue of practicality. Let us assume that we develop a credible
theory and make such a calculation and end up with the safe
scientiﬁc conclusion that incoming public value amounts to, let
us say, 90% of our assets. Such a redistribution would make socialists happy but would create a massive void. Creative people
would ﬁnd less and less motivation to engage in any activity.
The economy would collapse in a very short time.
I would propose that we turn our back on this theory for reasons of practicality. Redistribution should not undermine the
productivity of the society. Such a redistribution would only be
superﬁcially fair and scientiﬁc as mandated by our 90% calculation. If one considers the full picture it would rather be theft
from the future generations: with such an arrangement, you
would dramatically reduce the value that would overﬂow into
their time.
Now that would be a really impossible calculation! Our expert help would here be exhausted, along with all their possible
scientiﬁc advice, and the people would now have to speak.
Such is the complexity of this issue. The fact that we can
logically and easily, as I believe, reject the libertarian quest for
“no redistribution” and the socialist cry for “massive or total
redistribution” still leaves us with a great number of options in
between.
For which, in addition, we have no more to expect from our
experts...
There is clearly no one answer to this question. It is largely
a matter of taste. Let us get used to the idea, even rejoice at it.
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If we moderate the issue of redistribution on the small scale,
we will have a great number of practical approaches, engineered by our many small collectives. Some will prefer to position themselves more closely to the libertarian end, others to
the socialist one. Easy mobility, allowed by technology as well
as the EU level provisions for free person-mobility, will enable
an individual to consider which social model will best ﬁt his subjective views on the matter and, most importantly, the costs associated with it, and to take all of them into account in his own
decision making. Of course the kinder and more sensitive people should be ready to bear greater costs for their preference.
Besides, this is the only way to achieve deep inner pleasure.
Throwing the cost to the unknown is the typical representation
practice. It is not ﬁt for responsible citizens.
In addition, year after year, one will be able to monitor the
social and economic performance of these collectives, to discover if and how the provisions they enacted make them really
happy. Clarity and impact visibility will allow people to reconsider their approach, possibly redress the issue within the collective and ask to revisit the initial decision. It should always be
possible to change things by means of the democratic instruments. Practical provisions may be necessary, such as, for example, setting a time after which an issue can be redressed, or
setting some increased majority in order to avoid any thermostat eﬀect108. Nobody can possibly be happy and ready to break
a collective just because he got 48% of the vote (Catalonia); nor
would anyone have any appetite to prevent him from doing so
if he got 55-60% of the vote (to account for the wise thermostat
eﬀect).
108 Thermostats always have an oﬀset value that disallows them from switching on and oﬀ continuously.
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Yet, these are technical details that do not distort the essence of democracy. I see no diﬃculty in achieving them easily
and having them agreed by all. The smaller the scale, the clearer
the decision context, and thus the easier such a decision.
If, now, we do not moderate this issue at the small scale and
allow representation to decide on it in the large context, then
any decision will leave most people unhappy. Even worse than
this: representation will pretend it has found the optimal solution, at a moment when I insist there can be no optimal solution; therefore, we are faced with the ﬁrst lie. It will then most
likely sell those unbearably boring big words again and throw
the bills to the unknown. Artiﬁcial tensions will be sustained
in the large collective and a feeling of helplessness will prevail.
An irrational stage play, reminiscent of Ionesco or Beckett, will
have reached its end once more. But its consequences will carry
on, until, possibly, the next representation whim.
The EU has a unique social model, a very distinctive way to
experience individualism within the collective. This I consider as
an enormous power and an important condition for moving to
democratic governance. Provided it is stripped from its many
socialist inﬂuences. The socialist inﬂuence has added to a fat,
unproductive and unaccountable system. Few would deny this
end result, although some would not relate it to socialism. Fair
enough: it makes no big diﬀerence.
We should strive for an eﬃcient, closely monitored, reported upon and fully accountable system of redistribution, that
must be moderated at the small and decentralized scale of EU
regions or cities. People will there decide its exact details, as
well as its preferred size and resulting cost, which can greatly
vary. Easy mobility will allow citizens to take account of the related provisions made in each collective, bearing in mind their
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personal decision making and budgetary planning. Waste and
fat will have nowhere to hide.
One is free to put any label he wishes on this arrangement.
I would, of course, propose to call it democracy.

Conclusion and epilogue
We need to break the news to Grandpa Plato. Without any
questioning of his most astute and noble intentions, the promised paradise was nowhere to be found! We reached his ideal
forms, touched upon many possible variants of perfect ideas
and, in the end, found nothing but horror and devastation.
We therefore need to break away from this paradigm, and
we are, in fact, well in the process of doing so. What happened
in Europe just a century ago is now utterly unimaginable. Things
may of course turn wrong again; we have no insurance contract
with anyone, and it is up to us to be on the alert; yet, this possibility seems more and more remote and unlikely.
Aggression has been the norm of our past. And it has resulted in horrors that today seem beyond any imagination. Aggression has always had as a substrate some form of collectivist
jargon. This is why all collectivist ways of thinking, all big ideas
pinned in the platonic sky, need to be taken out of our lives: because they can only generate the same again and again.
If I were to highlight three words that are the most toxic for
aggression I would highlight the following: uncertainty, mobility and innovation.
It is with a few comments on them that I would like to conclude this book.
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Rejoicing in uncertainty
As a high school student I was very good at math and physics.
Some years later, as an engineering student, I went through a
subtle and mild depression - one that only quite a while later and
in retrospect could I call and reﬂect upon. What had happened
was that all those wonderful and perfect concepts of our high
school text books were not really directly applicable to the engineering problems in which we were now being instructed. We
had no way to solve equations and design airplanes as I would
have, deep inside, hoped for in those days. There were so many
sources of uncertainty, of imperfection. Our perfect theory was
able to tackle only trivial problems of no real practical use. Such
as the ﬂow around a spherical object that experienced an ultralaminar, a so-called creeping ﬂow. Now, imagine the distance
between a sphere exposed to a creeping ﬂow and the turbulent and high air speed patterns that interact with an absolutely
non-spherical airplane. A distance great enough to shatter my
trust in my beloved theories that, alas, could not be used for
any practical purpose.
Yet, the airplanes ﬂy. And they ﬂy despite our inability to
provide a faultless theory describing in accurate mathematical
terms their ﬂight mechanics. Instead, numerous approximations have to be made, empirical models have to be developed
and validated in labs, computers have to crunch millions of otherwise senseless numbers so that they all together may design
the airplane. And after all this laborious eﬀort we still cannot
fully rely on our design. Many things can go wrong, so we have
to provide for equally numerous means of safety and control; if
the wind blows from this direction then this ﬂap must come up
and so on and so forth.
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Early on I came to deﬁne engineering as the art of approximation. And more than this, my high school world value system
would gradually turn upside down. I would come to enjoy this
feeling of a non-accurate and imperfect world, and the idea
that one ought to ﬁnd a way to compromise, to predict, to approximate, to control. I came to realize that it was not Mother
Nature in her great wisdom and perfect laws who ﬂew the
planes; it was imperfect humans, with approximate tools and a
lot of empirical approaches. And it was they who must bear the
cost, whenever something went wrong.
On the other hand, this design process was not an arbitrary
one. Of course some general theories, some scientiﬁc background was applicable and should be respected in the plane design. But this was a very tiny part of the overall process. The biggest and most tedious part was - and still is - not to observe the
fundamental laws: it was far more to manage the uncertainty.
As one realizes the sea of uncertainty we live and travel in, it
is natural that he develops a sense of perseverance: to counteract, to trick, to measure, to manage and control this uncertainty. Not rarely however he also develops a sense of tolerance.
Provided he also has some capacity to reﬂect on the bigger
picture and not just be totally absorbed by the many minute details of uncertainty. The predominance of imperfection around
us is of such a grandiose scale that it will most likely undermine
any sense of arrogance before it even starts growing in us. Certainty is what typically nurtures aggression and egoism. And
certainty is a rare exception in our lives.
The sources of uncertainty are even more numerous when
we move from the physical world to societies. Societies experience all the great uncertainty of the natural world that surrounds them. Yet, in addition, they experience the great un-
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certainty of human diversity: of the many diﬀerent views and
preferences that characterize humans and that change continuously across time and space, as well as across the lifetime
of individuals.
If uncertainty is so profound and so widespread, if it is so
dominant around us, how did we then come to the point that
for many thousands of years human societies have been hampered by the most absurd rigid convictions, founded on solid
certainties?
Gods nurtured this feeling of certainty; it was necessary to
them. To all of them with the exception of that rare breed of
the Hellenic Gods. They had much less taste for certainties.
They would rather indulge in uncertainties. And this sparked, as
we saw in Chapter 1, life into a radically diﬀerent world. A world
where challenging certainties and authorities was permissible,
even encouraged.
How unﬁt all this was with the world of the apostle Paul
who, while spreading the word of Jesus, reached Athens and
fell upon an altar devoted to the “unknown God”! He then suggested that this unknown God now had a name: he was called
Christ. A response typical to all the bearers of the ultimate
truth; they hate the unknown and are uncomfortable with uncertainty.
Paul, in Athens, did not succeed in attracting many people to
the new religion.
That was the distinct feature of democracy: its love aﬀair
with diversity and uncertainty. The only ever true concept for
managing them. After, of course, taking the ﬁrst, most bold and
important step: to acknowledge the existence of uncertainty
and its dominance in human aﬀairs.
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Experiencing social mobility
Democratic governance can practically allow the whole nonaggressive spectrum, from libertarian to conservative and
liberal to socialist, to easily attract their proponents and work
together to live according to their ideas. This opportunity is
now lost behind representation and its inherent ineﬃciencies
and corruption. Democratic governance would give the individual a dramatically increased ﬂexibility and diversity of choice.
It would grant him one more important criterion to consider
when deciding where he should set up his life. Identity services,
employment opportunities, social relationships and weather
will of course remain top of the agenda. But now we can add
and consider something important and new to them: the ability
to live where you think you ﬁt best socially, with regard to the
collective values that you most appreciate, and to enjoy directly
the consequences of this preference of yours. And, of course,
if you at some point deem yourself to have been wrong or to
have changed your mind, then you can make a move and give a
diﬀerent model a try.
If our problems are dealt with at the large scale, abstract,
cost-opaque, unaccountable and essentially wasteful level
where representation currently operates, all this will remain far
away and impossible. And instead you will enjoy tons of fake
and cheap ideological jargon which may, in some cases (populism), even border on totalitarianism.
Social mobility is a direct result of democratic governance;
this is the true causality. But, as it usually happens, there is some
positive feedback; social mobility can also signiﬁcantly leverage
democratic governance.
Understandably, such mobility becomes less and less pos-
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sible as time goes by and everyday problems accumulate and
tie you down to a speciﬁc locality. It is not, however, so for the
young; they are the ﬁrst to embark on this model and take it
where it deserves. To the beneﬁt of all.
This vision of an EU megapolis represents a major breakthrough in the history of democracy: that of universality. Something that has never really been practiced, of which there is no
prior experience. Aggression has been the norm throughout
history - the ancient democratic polis included.
Technology and all its workers have granted us this new
blessing; it is up to us to make best use of it.

Living innovatively
Innovation is not some side activity of our societies; it is what
makes the diﬀerence. And it is of course not just linked to
technological innovation, although this indeed is a great part
thereof. Great Art almost always represents a new approach to
things. It is a part of its deﬁnition. There is a considerable distance between the neoclassicism of the 18th Century and the
post impressionism school of the early 20th Century, with many
fascinating and disruptive turning points. Truman Capote became famous because he established a new writing category,
that of a nonﬁction novel. Bauhaus, the Beatles, Picasso: all became famous because they broke the rules, because they were
innovative.
Discovering new things is a fundamental aspect of our wellbeing and prosperity, throughout all threads of our lives. And
this can never operate in exclusively tight business schedules or
within the typical 10-year business plan. This is why we have the
Internet, because we allowed, we funded in fact, its journey to
happen. The market proved inept at detecting the concept of
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Internet; who can say how much more time it would have taken
to lock it in its radar?
Sorry, but we cannot aﬀord that incompetence.
Innovation has to be promoted everywhere; it has to become a modus vivendi. Innovation is about economy, technology, the arts. It is about society itself. How things are organized. We should allow space for social experimentation, for
new work, living and communication models. Trying things on
a small scale is the only way to go. Democracy can, better than
any other system (markets included), moderate this process.
This would also expose all aggressors and totalitarian-minded people. Because they will never be able to deliver anything.
They always hide behind sick arguments located in some nonexistent, ideal world, meticulously kept at some far away point
so that they cannot be touched upon. Put them in the real
world and everything they claim will collapse. In the real world,
whatever opportunity they are granted will only expose their
grand incompetence and gradually take them oﬀ the scene.

Epilogue
Representation has pushed aside democracy. Whatever the
justiﬁcation, few would deny this obvious fact. Müller109 also
agrees on the appalling gap between representation and democracy; he argues for the superiority of democracy, yet also
suggests that we should not be in a hurry to bury representation before we have something very clear to put in its place.
I see democracy as the only candidate to ﬁll in this gap of
an increasingly eroding and discredited representation. I also
fully agree that the process would be lengthy and tedious. A
109 Jan-Werner Müller, “Qu’est-ce que le populisme? Déﬁnir enﬁn la menace:
Déﬁnir enﬁn la menace”. Premier Parallèle. Kindle Edition. Kindle Locations
2818-2834.
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shift from representation to democracy would be a long evolutionary and not a revolutionary process. Revolutions have been
mostly, sooner or later, about the manipulation of the individual
by collective representatives. True progress goes by unnoticed;
it conforms to the “Λάθε βιώσας” (live unnoticed) motto, as
Epicurus put it. Until the moment it changes everything. It is
silent, peaceful and eventually disruptive. In true progress you
can trace, if you so care, the typically few individuals contributing to it. In fake progress you can trace only noise, blood and
various shepherds uttering collectivist jargon to their sheep
while contributing nothing positive.
Just like Müller suggests I also look forward to no representation burials. I only hope to see and - why not? - also to
contribute to the practical launch of this process everywhere
across the EU. Among the ranks of representation, besides the
notorious waste and the fat, there are also many decent and
highly competent people. It is they who should primarily push
forward the agenda to gradually transfer the power to where it
belongs: rationally and ethically. They are already acting as experts, and democracy is an ideal place for their expertise, which
is currently lost in a massive administrative “muda” inﬂicted on
society by representation. They are mostly related to the migration process as key and active operators. They are our best allies.
All along this path there will be some trustworthy, unfailing,
leading indicators: less noise and fewer big words, less aggression, more decentralized governance, more free markets, and
a greater culture of innovation. All this will prevail. Look out for
these signs, feel certain about them, trust them. And whatever
the case, do not adapt the reality to the theory; change rather
the theory to match the new reality. And rejoice in it, whenever
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it happens.
One should also be mindful that technology, day after day,
more and more favors this process; it is fully on our side. Small
has always been beautiful. The big news is that it is now also
possible and in more and more cases preferable. Furthermore,
the small context enjoys greater accountability and openness,
oﬀering fewer hideouts for waste and corruption. This is why
representation does not favor it at all.
In addition, in claiming our ﬁrm intent to remain in democratic control of decision making in the small, and therefore
rational, context, we do not need to abandon the beneﬁts of
belonging to some bigger and looser collective(s).
The challenge ahead for the EU project is the balance between the powerful small regions and cities, in charge of their
lives and their decisions, and the loose yet radiant collective at
the national or EU level, that hosts the precious core values and
gives back to its member citizens unique identity, innovation
and scale services.
It is about the rare and non aggressive blending of a revolutionary spirit that challenges everything and a deep respect of
all that has been.
The challenge ahead for the EU project is the wonderful balance between individualism and citizenship.
It is about democracy.

