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emocracy is born free
but everywhere in
chains, as Rousseau
nearly said. In truth all
democracies are creatures of
past struggles, amalgams of
old power structures and
pervasive cultural influences –
with “freedom!” taped unsteadily on top.
Entirely new beginnings are
rarely possible (the failure of
France, 1789) or, if they are
achieved, desirable (Russia,
1917; North Korea today). The
postwar axis powers (Germany, Italy, Japan) enjoy a
democracy defined by their
defeat, while the free nations of
post-1989 Europe have too
easily become platforms for
ancient hatreds. Even Ireland’s
democracy – achieved by
revolution for sure – was from
the start shaped by its former
colonial master, its newly
ascendant church and the
hotheads whose reckless (but
successful) revolutionary
gamble turned them, their
families and the parties they
founded into republican
aristocracy.
Democracy, therefore, did
not explode on to the world in
the 20th century – it crept in,
and critically only after power
and wealth had tamed this
dangerous beast of popular
suffrage. The whip has been
war and the fear of war.
Universal mass suffrage has
invariably been accompanied
by emergency laws justified by
conflict, which have then been
“normalised” in peacetime and
successfully mobilised to resist
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Freedom became
what markets
delivered, not
what humans
aspired to
radical challenges to pre-existing structures of inequality.
Growing out of the first
World War, democracy in
Britain has of course improved
the lot of the many but it has
also never been without the
means of destroying radical
political opinion, via police
brutality, prosecutions for
sedition and the partisan
deployment of common law
executive powers.
What Jack London called
the “iron heel” has been
evident in the US as well, in the
Red Scare of the 1920s and the
McCarthyism of the 50s. The
United Nations largely gives
states licence to do what they
will within their borders, and
even the European Convention
on Human Rights allows
governments to deal robustly
with truly destabilising dissent.
Freedom has always had its
limits. Who is to say that this
tamed democracy was not the
best that the real world (rather
than one of abstract purity)

could offer during the short
20th century? Combining a
conscious drift towards
equality with an unrelenting
hostility towards those who
would move at revolutionary
speed if they could (Communists), the postwar western
world gradually came to take
armed social democracy for
granted. This was always a
contingent democratic story,
however. When the facts
changed with the weakening
and then collapse of the Soviet
Union, the shape of democracy
changed with them.
Fearofrevolution
Wealth and money-driven
power may have survived the
democratic era pretty well in
most places but reactionary
forces have never entirely
reconciled themselves to the
modest egalitarian concessions required to make even
tamed democracy sustainable.
With the Soviet threat
gone, the field was clear for a
frontal assault on the social
justice that had been brokered
by fear of revolution. Freedom
became what markets delivered, not what humans aspired
to. A new imperialism (“humanitarian intervention”)
generated opportunities for
freedom (aka the market)
while dazzling the populace
with the patriotism of war.
Al-Qaeda’s exhibitionist
violence kept fear at the front
of “democratic” debate, using
up space that might have been
deployed to swing the political
conversation more towards
equality and justice.
The structures of international capital, created largely
outside democratic control
after 1945, became increasingly confident in their global
interventions on behalf of
wealth and privilege. Social
democratic forces have
buckled before the assault,
their arguments about solidarity, trade unions and co-operation seeming quaint and
out-of-date. The democratic
left did not realise until too late
how much of its apparent
power had been down to fear of
Soviet-style revolution.
True, national democracy
survives, but in a hollow way,
mocking the ambition that
each term used to signal. It is
this mismatch – between claim
and reality – that explains the
perpetual anger (discussed last
week) of our current politics,
both in old and new democracies. Wealth has no intention of
forgoing either term: they are
useful illusions under which to
rework the world to reflect the
pre-democratic “Gilded Age”
arrangements of opulence
within, police guards and gated
communities without and all
under cover of a supposed
democratic will, but one now
damaged almost beyond repair
by the pre- and anti-democratic forces ranged against it. How
can this be challenged? I turn
to this question next week.
This is the second in a series of
four linked columns on the
subject of democracy and
accountability

Irish seem lost for words
on Scottish independence
Scottish
referendum:
Irish perspectives
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When it comes to the debate
on independence for Scotland
the Irish are like the dogs that
didn’t bark in the night

O

fficial Ireland, in the form of
governments North or South, is
not in proselytising mode. At
least, when it comes to Scottish
independence. Nor, it appears, are our
parties, even those most identified with
the cause of independence/unionism.
Yet, in the Republic at least, the reality
is that Scottish aspirations to run their
own affairs would seem to chime strongly
with our own national narrative of
successful independence.
At the very least one might expect a
chorus from sympathetic politicians of
“been there, done that”, an expression of
solidarity for the legitimacy of a national-

ist aspiration, and an articulation the core
national value of the right of nations to
self-determination.
At least, perhaps, a reassuring response
and assurance out of our historical
experience to the prognoses of catastrophe, of economic disaster and political
isolation that have emanated from
Westminster? We shared a stable currency union with sterling for 50 years, after
all, and could at least argue that it was not
the impossibility for Scotland that London
is suggesting.
And, after all, international support has
been manifest for the No camp, as Martin
Mansergh has pointed out in his contribution to this series, from the likes of EU
Commission president José Manuel
Barroso and US president Barack Obama.
But, no. Silence. Even on the part of Sinn
Féin, whose past support for the Basque
cause and active collaboration with Eta,
would suggest the party is not averse to
international solidarity activity.
In part that official silence – a public
benign neutrality on the issue that masks
an unstated hope that the issue will simply
go away– might be excused as deference
to the idea that “self-determination” is a
private matter for the “self”, without
outside help. Historical parallels, as
Mansergh points out can be exaggerated,
and there is also an important, politically
unmentionable, calculation that Ireland is
better served by the preservation of the
Union.
Politicalmaths
The political fallout from the break-up of
the UK is of as much concern to Dublin as
the prospect that an independent Scotland could become a poll of attraction for
foreign direct investment. Already
nervous about the possibility of a British
break from the EU, there is a strong sense
that a Scottish go-it-alone would accelerate the process first by changing the
Westminster political maths, making an
anti-referendum Labour government less
likely. And then, by eroding what has been
seen until recent times as a pro-EU
majority in the UK.

And “official Ireland”, Mansergh
observes, attaches “much more importance to the cordiality of British-Irish
relations and the stability of the peace
process”. Although a Yes vote might
provide a brief fillip to Sinn Féin by again
raising the salience of the idea of a united
Ireland, few imagine it would win any
Northern unionists to the idea. On the
contrary it might well make them feel less
secure about their position in a United
Kingdom.
The more likely outcome of the referen-
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The reality is that Scottish
aspirations to run their
own affairs would seem to
chime strongly with our
own national narrative of
successful independence

dum, as Arthur Aughey argued here
yesterday, is a No vote and “one delicious
irony” the reconsolidation of the political
legitimacy of the United Kingdom as a
state. The Irish national interest lies, it
could be argued, in neither a Yes nor a No
vote, but no vote or campaign at all.
In the North a collective official view
would clearly be impossible. The Executive is deeply divided on desirability of
independence.
Sinn Féin and the DUP might
welcome/abhor in equal measure either
result but neither side in the debate in
Scotland would particularly welcome
public support from either quarter.
There are reports that Orange members and bands from the North will join
their Scottish counterparts’ September
pre-referendum march in Glasgow, but
the order’s contribution has been dis-

missed by the mainstream unionist Better
Together campaign.
A leading unionist campaigner, Jim
Murphy MP, former Labour Scottish
secretary, describes them as “unsavoury”
insisting that “not for a moment would
they be part of the Better Together
campaign. They’d be unwelcome”.
Yet if the Yes/No debate is producing
little resonance in the North’s politics, the
reshaping of Scotland’s devolution deal
with Westminster in the wake of a likely
No will certainly prompt agonising in
Belfast. With all the Scottish unionist
parties offering forms of enhanced
devolution as their alternative to a Yes
vote, as Aughey argues, the most important effect of the the referendum is to
stimulate a serious “reflection on what the
historian Colin Kidd has called ‘the vast
and variegated middle ground’ between
centralisation and independence”. And
not least, inevitably, in Belfast.
Devolution
The Tories have suggested that Scotland’s
parliament should become responsible for
setting rates and bands of income tax as
well as supplementing welfare benefits.
Intuitively one might expect Northern
Ireland’s devolved administration to say
“we’ll have some of that too, please”. But,
as Northern politicians have discovered
with the suggested devolution of the right
to vary rates of corporation tax to compete
with the Republic, Westminster is unlikely
to accede without insisting that the local
administration must also arrange to meet
any resulting local revenue shortfall from
their own resources. By cuts to services, or
increased local taxes, politically toxic
choices.
That reality puts a different, difficult
complexion on the calculation of the
benefits of greater local autonomy.
Scotland’s referendum, it seems is raising
more than a few challenging, and counterintuitive, conundrums for this island’s
political class.
Patrick Smyth is Foreign Policy Editor of
The Irish Times

Widening the debate about what social progress should look like
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The success of a
country does not
just come down to
GDP figures

e work in an
economy but we
live in a society. It
was easy to forget
that over the last few years as
economic numbers dominated
public discourse. But with
repair work on the economy
well under way, there is
evidence our society needs
some repair work too.
After all, they are inherently
linked – a sustainable and
prosperous society needs
thriving businesses and for
business to thrive, it needs to
operate in a robust society.
New research points to
broader areas of public policy
that need attention to ensure
the country is a great one to
live in.
Indeed, while Ireland has a
GDP per capita rank of 5, it is

ranked 15th out of 132 on the
Social Progress Index. This
new index, designed by a
non-profit, the Social Progress
Imperative, along with leaders
in academia and private
business, measures things that
really matter to the public
under three broad headings –
basic human needs, foundations of wellbeing and opportunity.
Innovativemeasure
It is an innovative measurement tool which serves to
widen the debate about what
progress should look like. It
recognises that a country’s
success is not just measured in
GDP figures. The index
measures social progress
beyond GDP to provide a more
holistic understanding of

countries’ overall performance and wellbeing.Building
a robust society is not a job for
government alone. For those
of us in business, the index can
serve as a guide to help us
determine where we can
leverage our skills and expertise and direct investment. The
complexity of big societal
challenges demands collaboration. This index can help in
bringing all relevant parties
together to address the issues
identified and build a stronger,
and more robust, society.
Ireland scores highly in the
index’s opportunity category.
This covers areas such as
tolerance, inclusion and
personal rights. We also have
great strength in terms of
access to basic knowledge and
third-level education. Our

universities remain highly
focused on improving their
position in global rankings,
and we are a reasonably
respectable 12th of 132 countries in terms of the number of
universities currently ranked.
We rank first in terms of
the percentage of children
enrolling in secondary school.
With regard to the adult
literacy rate, Ireland achieves
99 out of 100, ranking us 21st
overall. This reflects both the
positive inroads already made
but also highlights that further
work can be done, particularly
to increase the understanding
of written information.
Ireland ranks 20th in terms
of life expectancy and a poor
102nd in our obesity rate, an
area of increasing concern in
relation to our children. With
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Building
a robust
society is not a job
for government
alone

regards to ecosystem sustainability we are worse still, ranked
111th. The most glaring gap
between our wealth and social
progress is our level of protection of biodiversity and
habitat. We rank a poor 117 in
this area. On the positive side
in the area of environment, we
ranked second overall with
regard to greenhouse gas
emissions.
Based on the percentage of
the population who have used
an internet device within 12
months, Ireland received the

lowest rank in its group of 15
comparator countries . Our
internet usage has grown
steadily from 17.85 per cent in
2000 to 79 per cent in 2012.
However, we rank just
22nd among the 132 countries
measured, well below what our
GDP per capita should indicate.
Broadband
A particular challenge for
Ireland is access to Next
Generation Broadband, which
is generally only available in
the Dublin area.
In the area of water and
sanitation, the index shows a
comparative weakness in
sanitation facilities compared
to other countries and the
difference between rural and
urban access to an improved

water source. In these categories, 13 of the 15 countries
closest to us in GDP per capita
scored higher than us. The
opportunity with the establishment of Irish Water is surely to
address some of these issues.
We have grown comfortable
measuring our performance in
economic terms.
Now is the time for us all to
come together and agree on
our social progress objectives,
and measure performance
against these as well.
Brendan Jennings is managing partner of Deloitte, which
collaborates with the Social
Progress Imperative, producers of the index. The report for
2014 has just been published
and is available at www.deloitte.com/social-progress.

