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Is this what the future holds for Western democracy?

DEMOCRACY IS THE worst form of government, except 
for all those other forms that have been tried from time to 
time. Everyone knows who said this, and everyone thinks it’s 
true. But is it, really?

After last weekend I’ve begun to have my doubts. In 
Egypt, the ruling military junta reacted to the apparent vic-
tory of Muslim Brotherhood presidential candidate Moham-
med Morsi by stripping the presidential office of its powers. 
That came just days after Egypt’s top court dissolved the Is-
lamist-dominated parliament, which had been freely elected 
only a few months ago.

How arbitrary. What an affront to the Egyptian people. 
Now let’s hope it works.

Then there’s Greece, which also had an election over the 
weekend. The Greeks are supposed to have made the “re-
sponsible” choice in the person of Antonis Samaras, the Am-
herst- and Harvard-educated leader of the center-right New 
Democracy party. Responsible in this case means trying to 
stay in the euro zone by again renegotiating the terms of a 
bailout that Greeks cannot possibly repay and will not likely 
honor.
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Yet the more depressing fact about the election is that 
Mr. Samaras didn’t even get 30% of the vote. The rest was 
divided among the radical-left Syriza (27%), the socialist Pa-
sok (12.3%), the anti-German Independent Greeks (7.5%), the 
neo-Nazi Golden Dawn (7%), the center-left Democratic Left 
(6.2%) and, finally, the good old Communist Party (4.5%).

In other words, the Greeks gave a solid 46% of their vote 
to parties that are evil, crazy or both, even while erring on 
the side of “sanity” with parties that are merely foolish and 
discredited. Imagine that in 1980 Jimmy Carter had eked out 
a slim victory over a Gus Hall-Lyndon LaRouche ticket, and 
you have the American equivalent to what just happened in 
Greece.

Should anyone be surprised that democracy is having 
such a hard time in the land of Pericles? Probably not — and 
not just because Greece is also the land of Alcibiades. Despite 
its storied past, modern Greek democracy, like much of mod-
ern European democracy, is of a post-liberal variety. Post-lib-
eralism seeks to replace the classical liberalism of individual 
liberty, limited government, property rights and democratic 
sovereignty with a new liberalism that favors social rights, 
social goods, intrusive government and transnational law.

In practice, post-liberalism is a giant wealth redistribu-
tion scheme. It bankrupted Greece and will soon bankrupt 
the rest of Europe. What happens to bankrupt democracies? 
Think Weimar Germany, Peron’s Argentina, and, more re-
cently, Yeltsin’s Russia.

Now take Egypt. There, instead of post-liberal democra-
cy, you have the energetic stirrings of pre-liberal democracy.

What is pre-liberal democracy? It is democracy shorn 
of the values Westerners typically associate it with: free 
speech, religious liberty, social tolerance, equality between 
the sexes and so on. Not only in Egypt, but in Tunisia, Turkey 
and Gaza, popular majorities have made a democratic choice 
for parties that put faith before freedom and substituted the 
word of God for the rule of law.

Apologists for this sort of democracy argue that it still 
beats the alternatives, not just the coarse authoritarianism 
typified by Hosni Mubarak but also the progressive-auto-
cratic model that used to prevail in Turkey. They also argue 
that democracy has a way of taming ideologically extreme 
political leaders by tethering them to the needs and wishes 
of the people, just as a talented cowboy will rope and halter 
an unruly horse.

But there’s a problem with this analogy: In pre-liberal 
societies, it is the people who are the horse and the lead-



ers who do the roping, not the other way around. An Egypt 
ruled by the Muslim Brotherhood will respect democratic 
procedure only to the extent that it does not infringe on the 
Brotherhood’s overarching goals: “Restoring Islam in its all-
encompassing conception; subjugating people to God; insti-
tuting the religion of God; the Islamization of life,” according 
to Khairat Al Shater, the Brotherhood’s de facto leader.

That’s the kind of democracy we can soon expect from 
Egypt unless the military somehow gets the upper hand po-
litically. Don’t bet on it. If post-liberal democracy is unsus-
tainable (“They always run out of other people’s money,” as 
Margaret Thatcher quipped), pre-liberal democracy is irre-
sistible. The objections of an aged and ambivalent junta will 
not long stand in the way of millions of Egyptians demanding 
their right to choose unfreedom freely.

The good news is that Egyptians may have a wider con-
ception of freedom in 30 years or so, about the same amount 
of time it took Khomeinism to lose the masses in Iran. In 30 
years, too, the Greeks may have a better appreciation of the 
notion of responsibility, both personal and political. As for 
what remains of the liberal democratic world, maybe the 
weekend elections will be a reminder of another famous po-
litical maxim: “A republic — if you can keep it.”
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