Apathy is the real story of the Scottish and English council elections. Apathy is an insidious and dangerous condition in politics, particularly so for Scotland given the current juncture in our history. The council elections last Thursday had a record low turnout, as low as 20% in some areas. Across the country, the turnout was said to have been around 38 per cent – the lowest figure since before devolution. At the last standalone council elections in Scotland in 1995 the turnout was 44.9 per cent.
Alasdair Morrison, former Holyrood minister, remarked that it was a “dark day for democracy” and suggested that voting be made compulsory and election-dodgers fined or prosecuted. This is the only way to tackle voter apathy. He said: “It should be our civic duty like turning up for jury service or sending our children to school. We shouldn’t even have to think about it twice.”

Is apathy really a bad thing? And if it is, is it the sort of thing that punishment can put right? 

The first question might strike you as odd since we are naturally inclined to disapprove of apathy. But quite a few philosophers have had a rather relaxed attitude to apathy. Rather than being a bad thing, some have actually made the achievement of apathy the very goal of life! Witness Sextus Empiricus, the Roman medical doctor and sceptic, who claimed the attainment of ‘quietude in the respect of matters of opinion and moderate feeling ’ to be his ambition. The main reason for this curious attitude is the idea that the passions, strong emotions of any kind, are dangerous to one’s well-being. And apathy, from the Greek a, without, and pathos, feeling, is nothing more than the absence of feelings or passions. That strong emotions can be unsettling is probably something we can all accept. Extreme rage, jealously, grief, even love, can lead us to do things we regret. And sometimes the inability to control our emotions can ruin not just what should have been a pleasant evening out, but an entire life.   
But there is a down side to this approach to life. In order to be apathetic we must come to believe that nothing really matters. That is, in order to keep our emotional equilibrium we must detach ourselves from our own lives and from everyone in it. One needs to believe, with Balfour, that ‘nothing matters very much, very few things matter at all’. 

One way of achieving apathy is in the political realm is to embrace moral relativism. Relativism implies that we ought to be benignly apathetic in all judgements because really there is no moral difference between one state of affairs or course of action and another. Apathy is the prize (or price) paid for eschewing objective values.
Another way of achieving apathy is cynicism. Why should I invest my time and energy in the political process when all career politicians are just in it for themselves? Or all the same? Or in the pockets of big business, the unions, or the Americans? A more reflective cynicism (and far more worrying) stems from the feeling that politicians really don’t have much power to affect things anyway now that global forces shape so much of what matters. Why invest my time and energy voting for a party or politician when they can’t make a difference anymore than I can? This is the real crisis of democracy.

But apathy is not really sustainable. The bottom line is that some states of affairs just are better than others whether we care to acknowledge this or not. Apathy is nothing more than a head-in-the-sand approach to life, a dereliction of moral responsibility - so it needs to be countered.
But is apathy a disease for which punishment is the cure? Some certainly think so. To return to politics, quite a few countries are now experimenting with compulsory voting systems. And in Australia and Belgium, where participation in the political process is now compulsory, turnout at elections is far higher than here.
 But I’m not convinced this is necessary. It might even be self-defeating. Voting to avoid a fine is not really participation. And consider the French. Voting is not compulsory in France. Yet the turnout at the presidential election last Sunday was 80 percent. You might say it isn’t fair to compare turnout for Presidential elections with those for city councils. But remember that when the SNP’s enjoyed their ‘landslide’ for Holyrood, hardly a trifling election, the turnout was just 50.4 percent.
I can’t help but feel that a large part of the solution to apathy lies in the French experience. French analysts described the turnout in the presidential election a great sign that democracy is alive and that its people are engaged and are feeling ‘rejoiced’ that their democratic system is working well. France’s politicians, ironically, seem to eschew the unfeeling rationalism of the Enlightenment, ignore European relativism, and embody passionate intensity for social justice, imbuing the daily life of the French people with significance. ‘I am President of the youth of France!’ was Hollande’s declaration. Can you imagine the reaction of opposition politicians if Alex Salmond declared the same for the youth of Scotland? And what if Johann Lamont were to declare that she is indeed, a ‘socialist’? 
Politics needs to instil a new urgency, a new passion, about the lives of ordinary people. Politicians must realise that if voters do not believe that their vote counts for something significant, they simply will not listen, and will not participate. A fine will not change this fundamental calculus. But this is no call for the moronic antics of a Tommy Sheredon and his ilk on both sides of the political divide. The electorate doesn’t want staged ‘passionate’ ranting. What we all want is politicians to raise their game, to raise the level of the debate, and to show some respect for the native intelligence of the man in the street. They need to give us something to get excited about. When that happens apathy will be a thing of the past.

Fraternity, egalitie, liberte… I can hear the bloggers screech from here.
� www.express.co.uk  ‘Plea To Make Voting Compulsory’ Sunday, May 6, 2012 





