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Hubris is not Democratic

Democracy itself should be used to prevent hubris, says Shahrar Ali, who teaches philosophy at the University of London. He did a doctorate in moral philosophy, with a focus on lying and deceit in public life.

Hubris is just as old as politics. We have to limit the possibilities for leaders to take the big decisions themselves. Modern forms of democracy try to give the masses more say and power. One drawback is that it can take longer to reach decisions, so it may be necessary to introduce hierarchy to help make decisions, says Shahrar Ali.

He sees part of the explanation for contemporary hubris, in the way we cultivate celebrities. We have an obsession with famous people and this influences politics. Leaders have to be personalities, and this is different from before. Whereas people went into politics mainly to do something for society, now they do it also for a career. Hubris is an example of a shift in that balance, points out Shahrar Ali.

Ole Thomsen brings out that in ancient Greece hubris was a sickness. Lord Owen has the same thought in his analysis of hubris among leaders of states in modern democracies. He would like to have an evaluation of future leaders for the risk of them developing hubris.

But Shahrar Ali doesn't finds that idea convincing.

The danger in describing hubris in pathological terms and as a sickness is that it will take away from leaders their individual responsibility, emphasises Shahrar Ali.

He instead sees the cure as being institutional and social together with cognitive treatment. He points at the argument for the war against Iraq. To prevent Saddam using WMD it led to the need to find evidence for plans for WMD.

My theory about Tony Blair is that he tries to justify his actions. But the relevant question is not whether he is honest but self-deceived. I think leaders should be aware of their susceptibility to self-deception. The danger with hubris is the way it affects decisions where the rational gives way to the ego. The person develops a self-conception where there isn't a need for good advice, emphasises Shahrar Ali.
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