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Chapter 7

Democracy

THE WORD ‘DEMOCRACY’

The word ‘democracy’ comes from the Greek and literally means rule by
the people. It is sometimes said that democratic government originated in the
city-states of ancient Greece and that democratic ideals have been handed
down to us from that time. In truth, however, this is an unhelpful assertion.
The Greeks gave us the word, but did not provide us with a model. The
assumptions and practices of the Greeks were very different from those of
modern democrats. The Greeks had little or no idea of the rights of the
individual, an idea that is tied up with the modern concept of democracy.
Greek practice granted the right of political participation to only a small
minority of the adult inhabitants of the city. When those granted this right
were able to take political decisions, they did so by a direct vote on issues,
which is very different from the system of representative government that
has developed in the west in the past two centuries. ‘Modern men’, asserts
Sartori, ‘want another democracy, in the sense that their ideal of democracy
is not at all the same as that of the Greeks’ (Sartori 1987: 279).

Greek democracy was poorly regarded by all the Greek philosophers
and historians whose writings have survived, including Plato, Aristotle and
Thucydides. They depicted it as government by the ignorant or government
by the poor. It was subsequently held in general disrepute for over two
thousand years. During the English civil war of the seventeenth century the
Levellers briefly raised the banner of democracy, but they were a small group
who had little or no influence on events. The founders of the American
constitution shared in the generally poor view of democratic government.
In The Federalist, James Madison, assuming that democracy involved direct
rule by citizens, wrote that ‘democracies have ever been found in-
compatible with personal security, or the rights of property; and have in
general been as short in their lives as they have been violent in their deaths’
(Hamilton et al. 1901: 48). The Founding Fathers talked of creating a repub-
lic, based on representative institutions, not a democracy; the leaders of the
French Revolution talked of a republic also; and in Britain people described
their system as one of representative and responsible government.
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The term ‘democracy’, in its modern sense, came into use during the
course of the nineteenth century to describe a system of representative
government in which the representatives are chosen by free competitive
elections and most male citizens are entitled to vote. In the United States
this state of affairs was reached in the 1820s and 1830s, as the franchise
was extended state by state. In France, there was a sudden leap to adult
male suffrage in 1848, but parliamentary government was not established
securely until 1871. In Britain, parliamentary government was secure from
1688 onwards, but the franchise was not extended to the majority of male
citizens until 1867. Democracy is therefore a fairly new phenomenon in
world history, though it is spreading.

Democratic institutions and practices have been firmly established for
four decades or more in about 30 of the 192 states that now exist. In addi-
tion, there are younger but seemingly secure democratic regimes in Spain,
Portugal and South Africa, an uncertain number of regimes that are best
described as partially democratic, such as those of Cyprus, Mexico and
Malaysia, and a very large number of regimes (mostly in eastern Europe
and Latin America) that have freshly claimed the title of democratic
since 1990. This last category will be discussed below under the heading of
‘Democratization’.

In defining and discussing democracy in the twentieth century, there have
been two sources of confusion. One source of confusion is that the term has
been used not only to describe a system of government but also to describe
other social relationships. Thus, Americans have said that their country
not only has a democratic set of political institutions but also has or is a
democratic society. Some socialists have advocated industrial democracy.
Communists used to describe the Communist Party states of eastern Europe
as people’s democracies.

However, this kind of confusion does not pose serious problems so long
as language is used with some precision. Thus, a democratic society, in the
American sense, is one without hereditary class distinctions, in which there
is something approaching equality of opportunity for all citizens. The term
‘democratic’ is used to indicate a degree of social equality, not a form of
government. Industrial democracy, a term coined by Sidney and Beatrice
Webb in the early years of the twentieth century, means a form of workers’
control within industrial plants.

The term ‘people’s democracies’ is an essentially misleading one that
was coined in the aftermath of the Second World War. No sensible person
has ever been deceived by this into thinking that these Soviet-controlled
states were democratically governed in the accepted sense of the term. Clearly
the citizens of the states themselves had no such illusion.

It follows that we need not be concerned about these extensions of the
term ‘democracy’, but should focus our attention on the other source of
confusion, namely the vagueness of the terms commonly used to define a
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democratic political system, the difficulty of clarifying these terms in a
value-free way, and the array of partially incompatible justifications for
democracy advanced by democratic theorists. It is because of these diffi-
culties that the concept has to be regarded as currently contestable.

DEFINITIONS OF DEMOCRACY

If we start from the dictionary definition, that democracy means the rule of
the people, we immediately run into the problem of how, in practical terms,
to define the people and how to define the meaning of rule. Does ‘the
people’ mean the whole adult population, or only those who possess enough
property to give them what nineteenth-century politicians called a stake in
the country? Does it matter if women are excluded from the franchise, as
they were until after the Second World War in several European countries
that were universally recognized as democratic, including France and Swit-
zerland? Can one say that a system is partially democratic if the right to
participate in politics is confined to one section of the population? The
South African regime under apartheid, for example, rested on democratic
institutions for its white citizens, but not for the majority of its people,
who are black or coloured. Would the answer to this question be different
if the great majority of South African citizens were white? In practice, the
answers that people give to these questions depend on their political values,
so it is impossible to formulate a value-free definition of ‘the people’.

This is even clearer in regard to the question of what is meant by ‘rule’. If
ruling is taken to mean the activity of reaching authoritative decisions that
result in laws and regulations binding upon society, then it is obvious that
(apart from occasional referendums) only a small minority of individuals
can be rulers in modern, populous societies. So for the dictionary definition
to be operational, ruling must be taken in the much weaker sense of choos-
ing the rulers and influencing their decisions. But how weak can this sense
be and still remain meaningful? Is it essential to a democracy that govern-
mental decisions, though made by only a small minority of politicians, should
nevertheless reflect or embody the popular will? If so, how can the popular
will be defined and how can it be identified in practice? The answers that
people give to these and various similar questions clearly depend on their
values and ideals.

It follows that we cannot arrive at an objective and precise definition of
democracy simply by elucidating the intrinsic meaning of the term, in so far
as it might be said to have an intrinsic meaning. We are therefore left with
two alternatives. On the one hand, we can start with the observation of
political practice and common usage, which leads to a definition in terms
of institutions and processes and leaves the question of justification to a dis-
tinguishable (though not entirely separate) intellectual exercise. On the other
hand, we can spell out our democratic ideals and consider what the practical
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implications of these are. Some theorists of democracy have taken the first
approach, which can best be called the empirical approach, while others
have taken the second, best called the idealist approach. Others again have
tried to blend the two approaches.

In discussing theories of democracy, there is another distinction that is
very relevant, namely the distinction between theories about parliamentary
democracy and theories about American democracy. Because American polit-
ical scientists occupy a rather dominant position in the discipline, it is some-
times forgotten that, among democracies, the United States is a unique case.
All other securely democratic states have political systems based on the
principle that sovereignty inheres in the national parliament or assembly.
The controversies about democracy in these countries are essentially
controversies about the selection and functions of representatives in this
parliament.

The United States, in contrast, has a political system based on the prin-
ciple that sovereignty inheres in the people. The US constitution begins with
the words ‘We the People of the United States . . . do ordain and establish
this Constitution.’ Members of Congress, Senators, the president and the
judges are all regarded as deriving their authority from the people. In
view of this difference, it will be convenient, in what follows, to deal with
theories about American democracy separately from theories about parlia-
mentary democracy.

AMERICAN DEMOCRACY

Simplifying somewhat, it can be said that Americans have defined their
democracy in three different ways: a populist way, in terms of the rule of
the people; a pluralist way, in terms of competition between sections and
pressure groups; and an institutional way, in terms of a set of institutions
and processes. All three versions had their origins in the thought and writ-
ings of the Founding Fathers of the American republic.

A belief in the principle of popular sovereignty was common to all the
Founding Fathers, whether they were relatively conservative or relatively
radical. One of the latter, James Wilson of Pennsylvania, declared in 1787
that:

in our governments, the supreme, absolute, and uncontrollable power
remains in the people. As our constitutions are superior to our legisla-
tures, so the people are superior to our constitutions . . . In giving a defini-
tion of what I meant by a democracy . . . I termed it, that government in
which the people retain the supreme power.

(quoted Padover 1963: 19)

Madison and Jefferson, while sceptical of democracy because of its Greek
connotation of direct rule, were quite clear that the American republic must
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have frequent elections so that the people could keep the politicians in
check. They and their colleagues were, indeed, much more sceptical than
British and French liberals have been of what could be expected of politi-
cians. Thus, Madison declared that ‘it is in vain to say that enlightened
statesmen will be able to adjust . . . clashing interests. Enlightened statesmen
will not always be at the helm’ (Hamilton et al. 1901: 47). Jefferson believed
that unless politicians and public officials were kept under the direct eye of
their constituents, the result would be ‘corruption, plunder and waste’ (quoted
Birch 1975: 227). Alexander Hamilton observed more than once that men
love power. Thomas Mason said that ‘From the nature of man, we may be
sure that those who have power in their hands . . . will always, when they
can . . . increase it’ (quoted Dahl 1956: 8).

This scepticism about the motives and behaviour of politicians underlies
the American belief in frequent elections. Hamilton said it was essential that
representatives should ‘have an immediate dependence on, and an intimate
sympathy with, the people. Frequent elections are unquestionably the only
policy by which this dependence and sympathy can be effectually secured’
(Hamilton et al. 1901: 290). Jefferson was of the same opinion, declaring
that legislators should have to submit themselves ‘to approbation or rejec-
tion at short intervals’ and saying that the executive (by which he meant a
state governor or the president) must be ‘chosen in the same way . . . by
those whose agent he is to be’ (quoted Padover 1969: 27). The president, be
it noted, was regarded by Jefferson as an agent of the people; a view that has
never been taken of a prime minister in a parliamentary system of demo-
cracy. In fact, the several state constitutions that existed between 1776
and 1787 all provided for frequent elections of legislators: in Connecticut
and Rhode Island elections were held every six months; in South Carolina,
every two years; and in the other ten states, every year. The decision to
have biennial elections to the US House of Representatives, which is more
frequently than in any other national legislative chamber in the world,
followed naturally from these assumptions and practices.

This belief in popular sovereignty and frequent elections did not at first
lead American theorists and leaders to identify their system of government
as democratic. They preferred to call it republican, both because of the
eighteenth-century tradition of republicanism among advanced thinkers and
because the term was thought more appropriate to the balanced constitution
that had been adopted in 1787 than the term democratic, with its connota-
tions of lower-class dominance. (For a discussion of republican rhetoric
during the early years of the republic, see Hanson 1985: Chapters 2 and 3.)
It was not until the Jacksonian period that the term democratic came into
widespread usage, and at first it had partisan connotations.

By the 1860s it had gained general acceptance, however, and the belief in
popular sovereignty was reflected in Lincoln’s famous definition of demo-
cracy as ‘government of the people, by the people, for the people’. As
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Sartori has pointed out, this phrase defies exact analysis. The three concepts
in the phrase can be interpreted in a variety of ways; Stalin could have used
it to characterize his regime without doing violence to the wording; and the
phrase as a whole has rhetorical value rather than logical meaning (Sartori
1987: 34–5). It has rhetorical value because it reflects a strain in the Amer-
ican political tradition that all Americans can recognize; a strain that has
been otherwise identified as faith in the common man. When Woodrow
Wilson inspired popular enthusiasm for democracy during the First World
War – which he described as a war to make the world safe for democracy
– much was said about the twentieth century being the century of the
common man. Padover reports that in the six years following the end of
Wilson’s presidency in 1921, ‘there were, in the United States, no less than
120 books in print with “democracy” or its derivatives in their titles’ (Padover
1963: 29).

There is another strain in American democratic thought that is also
important, namely the pluralist strain. The origins of this, like the origins
of the populist strain, can be found in the writings of the Founding Fathers.
In The Federalist no. 10, Madison argued that the size and diversity of the
proposed federation would safeguard the rights of minorities by making it
difficult for any coherent majority to be formed.

Extend the sphere, and you take in a greater variety of parties and inter-
ests; you make it less likely that a majority of the whole will have a
common motive to invade the rights of other citizens; or if such a motive
exists, it will be more difficult for all who feel it to discover their own
strength, and to act in unison with each other.

(Hamilton et al. 1901: 50)

In The Federalist no. 51, Hamilton repeated this argument.

In the federal republic of the United States . . . the society itself will be
broken into so many parts, interests, and classes of citizens that the rights
of individuals or of the minority will be in little danger from interested
combinations of the majority.

(Hamilton et al. 1901: 287)

This suspicion of majority rule runs through a great deal of political debate
in the United States. It goes along with the attachment to the separation
of powers between the legislature and the executive that operates at both
federal and state levels of government. It adds up to a preference for weak
government that has no clear equivalent in other democratic states. In
parliamentary regimes there have been some groups at some periods who
have favoured laissez-faire economic policies (as in Britain in the mid-
nineteenth century) or have shown suspicion of state power (as in France in



Democracy 115

the Third Republic), but the dominant strain in theories of parliamentary
democracy has been a preference for government that has the capacity for
firm leadership, though being responsible to elected representatives for the
way this leadership is exercised.

In the post-war period these early theories about sectional pluralism were
given a new emphasis by writers who argued that disciplined national par-
ties were undesirable and probably impossible to achieve in a society as
large and heterogeneous as the United States. And, following that, writers
like Earl Latham (1952) and David Truman (1951) developed a new form of
pluralism which hinged on the activities of organized interest groups rather
than on pressures from geographical sections. American government, it was
urged, is democratic because policy making is an arena for conflict between
organized groups, which represent all relevant interests and ensure that
the outcome would be a series of compromises which took these interests
into account. All citizens were free to organize and join such groups, and
the politicians responsible for reaching decisions would be influenced not
only by the activities of existing groups but also by the knowledge that
new groups would undoubtedly be formed to defend any interest that was
presently unrepresented, if decisions were reached that were harmful to that
interest.

This line of argument was in part persuasive, because one of the charac-
teristics that stands out in American politics is the openness of the system
to group pressures and the vigour of the conflicts between interest groups.
However, the argument was open to the criticism of being complacent in
its assumption that all interests are adequately represented, because it is
evident that some groups are much more influential than others, while some
categories of people, such as the homeless, have no effective group to look
after their interests.

In general, it seems clear that scholars of the pluralist school are broadly
correct in their insistence that conflict between group pressures is a central
characteristic of American politics, but controversial when they equate this
with democracy. To populists, it is not good enough to show that power is
divided between competing elites and pressure groups, when democracy,
properly defined, would be a system in which power belonged to the com-
mon people.

Without necessarily accepting the superiority of the populist approach,
it must be conceded that there are grounds for doubting the claim that a
pluralistic dispersal of political influence in a political unit can be equated
with democracy. Imagine an American city divided on ethnic lines, as
New York, for example, was during the 1950s. Suppose that in the govern-
ment of this city representatives of the Irish community tended to have a
dominant influence on issues relating to the police and the appointment of
magistrates; that representatives of the Jewish community tended to have
a dominant influence on policy regarding education and the social services;
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and that representatives of the Italian community tended to have a large
say in decisions about highways and the award of construction contracts.
This would be a pluralistic system, but it would not be a fully democratic
system if representatives of the black community lacked influence over any
area of policy. Nor would it be fully democratic unless the representatives
of the various communities were answerable to the electorate for their
actions.

Some writers of the pluralist persuasion are more cautious than others in
their claims. It is fair to say, however, that the pluralist view of democracy
rests upon the three propositions that the United States is democratic, that
the American political system is pluralistic, and that pluralism equals demo-
cracy, it being possible to start with any of these propositions and move to
the other two, as if moving round a circle. And it is not unreasonable for
critics to be sceptical about the third of these propositions, even while
accepting the first two. One might well take the view that the American
system is both pluralistic and democratic, but that its democratic character
depends on more than its pluralistic dimension.

PARLIAMENTARY DEMOCRACY

The debates over the definition of democracy in countries enjoying par-
liamentary systems have been more limited in scope than the American
debates. Very few writers in these countries have adopted populist defini-
tions or pluralist definitions. The great majority have defined democracy in
institutional and procedural terms, as parliamentary government with free
competitive elections and a wide franchise. However, the normative theories
by which they have justified democracy have varied considerably.

In discussing European ideas about democracy it is appropriate to begin
with French ideas, because the French have influenced more countries that
have remained democratic than the British have done. The British have cer-
tainly planted parliamentary institutions in nearly all their former colonies,
but it is only in a few cases that these countries have remained democratic
for more than a few years after the achievement of self-government. The
French, in contrast, have influenced the growth of democratic institutions and
practices throughout most of continental Europe.

A discussion of French democratic ideas has to begin with the theories of
Jean-Jacques Rousseau. It is, of course, arguable whether Rousseau should
be regarded as a democrat. He did not believe in representative government,
because he did not think that people’s wills could be represented by others.
His ideal revolved around direct self-government in small communities, and
even there he did not apparently think it important that all adults, or even
a majority of adults, should be entitled to participate in political decisions.
He wrote admiringly of the government of Geneva, where he had spent his
youth, even though less than 10 per cent of the residents of that city had
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the right to participate. He is, nevertheless, important, because he developed
a vision of popular self-government that has influenced the ideas of sub-
sequent generations and affected the way they regard politics in large com-
munities where representation is the norm.

One of the main keys to Rousseau’s thinking is his commitment to
the idea of civic virtue. Whereas most democratic theorists in both the
United States and Britain have thought in terms of the protection and pro-
motion of individual interests through political action, Rousseau considered
that in an ideal polity individuals should put their personal interests on one
side when they participated in politics, and commit themselves instead to
the promotion of the communal welfare. He postulated the possibility that
citizens could have two levels of consciousness, leading to two types of
political will.

On the one hand, they would be conscious of their own individual or
group interests, leading to a set of ‘particular wills’ to promote measures
favourable to those interests. On the other hand, they could, in the right
conditions, be led to think in terms of the interests of the community as a
whole, leading to a ‘real will’ to promote measures that would protect these
shared interests. The particular wills of citizens would be diverse and to
some extent mutually incompatible; their real wills, on the other hand, would
merge into a consensus that Rousseau called the ‘general will’. It followed
that if the laws of the state were based on the general will, they would not
restrict the liberty (properly defined) of citizens, who would be forced to
obey only laws that they had prescribed for themselves. It was in this way,
Rousseau declared, that people could resolve the most fundamental problem
of politics, that of how to achieve freedom while being bound by the laws
of the community.

Rousseau was not naive enough to believe that this ideal state of affairs
could easily be achieved. On the contrary, he set out some quite stringent
conditions for its achievement. The community must be small enough for
its active citizens to meet and cast their votes directly, rather than through
representatives. Members of the community must be educated to accept
what Rousseau called a civil religion – ‘a purely civil profession of faith of
which the sovereign should fix the articles, not exactly as religious dogmas,
but as social sentiments without which a man cannot be a good citizen’
(Rousseau 1913: 121). The laws to be determined by the general will must
be general in their scope, not regulations on specific matters which would
be bound to divide citizens according to their particular interests. The
formulation of the questions to be put to the sovereign body, namely the
assembly of citizens, must be left to a statesman described as the legislator.

It is obvious that when Rousseau wrote of the laws he was thinking of a
small body of laws on fundamental questions of state, not of a mass of detailed
legislation such as regulate the affairs of industrial societies in the twenty-
first century. It is also made clear that in his ideal state the day-to-day
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business of government would be conducted not by the sovereign assembly,
but by a body of public officials answerable to the sovereign assembly (see
Rousseau 1913: Book III, Chapters 16–18).

This very brief sketch is intended only to indicate the character of
Rousseau’s vision of an ideal self-governing community, not to serve as a
guide to his rich and rewarding philosophy of politics. Rousseau’s ideas
have had a profound influence on subsequent thought in many countries,
including most notably the philosophies of Kant, Hegel and numerous fol-
lowers of Hegel in Germany and, much later, the social ideas of the English
Idealists. It is Rousseau who was the originator of what is now called the
positive concept of liberty, to be discussed in Chapter 10.

Within France, Rousseau has always been a controversial figure, revered
by some and reviled by others. What French attitudes to democracy have
in common with Rousseau’s ideas is the assumption that democracy is to
be advocated in collective terms rather than in the individualistic terms
common in the United States and Britain. French republicans tended to see
the French revolution and the later extensions of the franchise as nation-
building activities. Although French revolutionaries talked of the rights of
man, they did not share the American belief in popular sovereignty.
The doctrine of the revolutionaries was not that the French people were
sovereign and that their views were represented in the National Assembly.
The doctrine was that the French nation was sovereign and the National
Assembly embodied the will of the nation. The 1789 Declaration of the
Rights of Man and of the Citizen stated that members of the Assembly
should not be ‘bound by the instructions of their constituents’, while the
1791 constitution said clearly that ‘the representatives elected in the depart-
ments will not be representatives of a particular department but of the
whole nation, and they may not be given any mandate’.

This doctrine marked a turning point in continental European ideas about
political representation. Before this, the political representative had been
viewed on the continent as a delegate, so that there were three parties in the
representative process: the principal, the representative, and the authority
to whom representations were to be made. According to the new theory
promulgated by the French revolutionaries, political representatives were
no longer to be thought of as intermediaries of this kind but were to con-
trive, in their collective capacity, to act as the voice of the nation. This
theory clearly differs from both the populist view of democracy and the
pluralist view of democracy; it is a European but not an American theory.
It views the elected representative as an independent maker of national laws
and policies, not as an agent for his constituents or for sectional interests.

This French view has been generally accepted in Europe. The French
constitutional provisions that prohibited mandates and instructions were
subsequently copied or followed in the constitutions of most of the coun-
tries of western Europe, including those of Belgium in 1831, Italy in 1848,
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Prussia in 1850, Sweden in 1866, Austria in 1867, Germany in 1871, Swit-
zerland in 1874, the Netherlands in 1887, and Denmark in 1915. Similar
provisions are included in the 1948 constitution of Italy and the 1949 Basic
Law of the German Federal Republic.

In Britain, which has no written constitution, the same attitude is embodied
in the constitutional doctrine that sovereignty belongs to Parliament, there
being no mention of the people, and also in the conventions that protect
the privileges of Members of Parliament (MPs). In the 1950s, for instance,
the Committee of Privileges of the House of Commons found that a serious
breach of privilege had been committed by the editor of a national news-
paper (with a circulation numbered in millions) who had published the
private telephone number of an MP and advised those of his readers who
disagreed with the views of the MP to telephone him and say so. The
committee insisted that MPs must be free to say what they pleased in the
House without the fear that it might lead to their being pestered in this way.
The editor had to apologize to the House and could conceivably have been
sent to prison for his offence.

It is unnecessary to follow the vicissitudes of French democratic thought
since the revolution, but two general points about it should be noted. The
first is that the French, unlike the British, have not had protracted argu-
ments about the extent of the franchise. This was based on a property
qualification from 1791 to 1848; was then extended to all male citizens;
and was extended to women in 1946 as the result of the changed status
of women brought about by the Second World War rather than as the con-
sequence of a debate about democracy.

The other point is that French debates have been influenced by the
ideological factionalism that was for long a characteristic of political life.
In the Third and Fourth Republics the existence of a multi-party system
meant that every government was based on a coalition, while the weakness
of party discipline increased the frequency with which these coalitions fell
apart. In the life of these two regimes, totalling 81 years, France had 118
different governments, with an average duration of only eight months each.
Some theorists were quite happy with this situation, feeling that it had the
desirable result of keeping the executive in check. Others were critical, feel-
ing that the representatives were spending much of their time on political
intrigues and factional disputes rather than advancing the interests of the
nation. The Chamber of Deputies in the Fourth Republic was sometimes
described as a ‘house without windows’ for this reason.

The situation changed with the establishment of the Fifth Republic in
1958. De Gaulle was called to power because French governments had
been unable to deal effectively with the political crisis and civil war in
Algeria. He then adopted the tactic of appealing directly to French electors,
over the head of the National Assembly, by holding referendums on critical
issues. Two of these dealt with Algeria, the result being that de Gaulle’s
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favoured policies were endorsed and he claimed that he had a mandate
from the nation to grant independence to that territory. He also claimed
a popular mandate for a constitutional revision to provide for the direct
election of the president, and succeeded in carrying this through, although
the use of a referendum in these circumstances was not authorized by the
constitution.

The present system of government in France is a hybrid system, not only
in the sense that it combines some of the features of normal parliamentary
democracy with a strong executive presidency that is not answerable to
parliament, but also in the sense that it has broken with the traditional
republican doctrine that the National Assembly (and only the National
Assembly) embodies the will of the nation. De Gaulle claimed on occasion
to speak for the national will himself, while on other occasions he declared
that the electorate had done so. He saw himself on these latter occasions in
the role of Rousseau’s legislator, putting a simple question to the people and
eliciting a large majority in favour of a course of action that would probably
not have emerged from factional debates in the Assembly. De Gaulle is not
normally regarded as a democratic theorist, but the undoubted success of
his approach to democratic government has added another strand to the
French political tradition.

The history of the development of democratic government in Britain
differs from the French case in three significant ways. First, Britain had a
liberal culture and a constitution based on the doctrine of parliamentary
sovereignty for nearly two centuries before the system became democratic.
Second, British politicians and theorists engaged in a debate over the extent
of the franchise for the greater part of the nineteenth century. Third, British
liberal theories were more individualistic in their assumptions than French
theories.

From 1688 onwards the British political system was liberal in two senses.
First, it was established that ultimate power rested with Parliament rather
than with the king. Whereas most European states, including France, were
ruled in the eighteenth century by monarchs who claimed absolute powers,
the British king depended on Parliament for the passage of laws and for
finance. As taxation could not be authorized for more than 12 months, Par-
liament had to meet at least once a year – a sharp contrast to the position in
France before the revolution, when the Estates-General (the three legislative
bodies meeting simultaneously) had not been summoned for 175 years.

Second, Britain had a liberal regime from 1688 onwards in the sense that
there was substantial freedom of speech, freedom of the press, and free-
dom of political association. Along with these freedoms, British residents
had the right to trial by jury and they had a judiciary whose members
were appointed for life and were independent of both the legislature and
the executive government. In the eighteenth century, Britain had the most
liberal regime in the world.
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This regime was, however, far from being democratic. Fewer than 5 per
cent of adult citizens were entitled to vote, constituencies were wildly un-
equal in size, the electoral process was highly corrupt, and wealthy land
owners controlled almost half the seats in the House of Commons. Various
radical reformers objected to this system and argued in favour of franchise
reform, on the ground that all citizens should have equal political rights.
The French Revolution stimulated demands for reform, particularly among
the working classes. Tom Paine’s book, Rights of Man, published in 1792
and sold about 200,000 copies within 2 years (see Brown 1918: 84). From
this period until the major parliamentary Reform Act of 1832, there was
constant agitation for radical changes in the electoral system, based on a
belief in natural rights and popular sovereignty. (For a fuller outline of these
radical movements, see Birch 1964: Chapter 3.)

British legislators were to some extent influenced by these agitations
and demonstrations in industrial areas, but were quite unable to accept the
validity of demands that invoked the concept of natural rights. They were
more willing, however, to accept the proposals for reform put forward by
the Utilitarians, based, as those were, on the concept of interests. In the
view of Jeremy Bentham and his collaborator, James Mill, the key to good
government could be found in two propositions. The first is the principle of
‘self-preference’, by which it was affirmed that all men, including legislators,
know what will promote their own happiness and try to maximize this.
The second is the principle of ‘utility’ by which it was claimed that ‘the
right and proper end’ of government is to promote ‘the greatest happiness
of the greatest number’ of citizens (Bentham 1838–43: vol. 9, p. 8).

These propositions, if accepted, established a case for parliamentary re-
form which was quite independent of cloudy ideas like natural rights. The
unreformed Parliament of the early years of the nineteenth century could
not be expected to maximize the happiness of the general body of citizens,
it was said, for its members were drawn from a very narrow section of
society and would reflect the interests of only that section. If Parliament
were to promote the general welfare, the franchise must be extended so that
elected members were drawn from all sections of society. The logic of the
argument pointed to universal suffrage, though Mill, anxious to make his
ideas acceptable to a middle-class male audience, declared that it would be
enough to give the vote to men over the age of 40.

This theory had philosophical limitations and, as a prescription for
action, was not without ambiguities and difficulties. For one thing, it is not
easy to see why a process of free election in geographical constituencies
should automatically produce a House of Commons that would be a micro-
cosm of the interests of the whole citizen body. Some interests, being those
of a minority in each constituency, might never be represented at all. The
assumption that women had no interests of their own, not represented by
male members of their family, is clearly faulty. Beyond this, there is the
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problem presented by the differences in the intensity with which pains and
pleasures are felt or anticipated. If such differences were ignored by legis-
lators, as Bentham suggested, the interests of the majority would always be
put first, even if the majority were only mildly in favour of a proposed
policy or law while the minority felt that it threatened their wellbeing in a
quite drastic way.

Despite these shortcomings, the Utilitarian theory acquired a great deal
of influence in Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century. It did so
largely because it met the needs of influential groups. The manufacturers of
the northern industrial towns and the traders and craftsmen of London
were alike in wanting fairly radical reforms in the system of parliamentary
representation. The theories of the Whigs, though somewhat supportive of
reform, were too moderate and too aristocratic in tone for them; the views
advanced by Tom Paine and his followers were unacceptable because they
insisted on the dangerous doctrine of natural rights of man. The Utilitarian
theory had the advantage of being radical without seeming revolutionary; it
was apparently logical and apparently hard-headed; it was admirably suited
to be a vehicle for the claims of the new middle classes.

These middle-class groups were given the vote by the Reform Act of 1832.
At about the same time, the principle of ministerial responsibility to Parlia-
ment was established, while the procedure by which the Reform Act was
passed seemed to establish the dominance of the House of Commons over
the House of Lords. The system therefore became more liberal; but was still
undemocratic because the property qualification for the franchise excluded
the great majority of the population.

The system was democratized in the period 1867–85, when (in two bites)
the franchise was extended to include nearly all adult male citizens, the
distribution of seats was reformed to provide something much nearer to
equality in the size of constituencies, and effective measures were taken to
stop electoral corruption. The campaign leading up to these reforms, how-
ever, was conducted in the name of liberalism rather than that of demo-
cracy. It was marked by caution and by openly expressed doubts about the
political reliability of the working classes. There was precious little rhetoric
about the intrinsic wisdom of the people, as had long been commonplace on
the other side of the Atlantic.

Reformers placed their faith not in this but in the view expressed by
John Stuart Mill (son of James Mill) that political reform would lead to the
gradual education of the masses; that granting men the right to vote would
develop their sense of social responsibility and would stimulate them to
understand political problems and prepare themselves to take part in polit-
ical life. The younger Mill’s views therefore stressed the possibility of civic
education rather than just the simple representation of interests. In this way
he was more of an idealist than his father or Bentham had been. However,
he was a rather cautious idealist, recommending that the extension of the



Democracy 123

franchise to working-class citizens (provided they paid taxes and could
pass a literacy test) should be accompanied by the granting of multiple
votes to citizens who had a higher education or were working in skilled or
managerial occupations ( J. S. Mill 1946: Chapter 8).

In 1865 William Gladstone summarized the cautious liberalism of the
period by offering a definition of the attitudes of the two main parties to
the franchise question. The Liberal attitude, he said, was ‘trust in the people,
only qualified by prudence’, while the Conservative attitude was ‘mistrust
in the people, only qualified by fear’ (quoted Bullock and Shock 1956: 143).
In the event it was a Conservative government that took the plunge by
introducing the Reform Act of 1867.

Universal suffrage was not established until women were granted the
vote, which was done in two instalments, in 1918 and 1926. However, it was
generally accepted that the reforms of 1867–85 made the British system
democratic. Moreover, these reforms, having been supported by both major
parties, and not leading to any serious problems, were quickly accepted
by all shades of opinion as having been desirable. Lord Bryce, writing in
1920, said: ‘Seventy years ago the word “democracy” awakened dislike and
fear. Now it is a word of praise’ (Bryce 1920: vol. 1, p. 4).

Since 1920, with the franchise issue settled, there have been three other
developments in British democratic theory that deserve mention. First,
the political ideas of the English Idealists influenced the attitude to demo-
cracy taken by several theorists in the inter-war period. The Idealist social
philosophers, writing in the last two decades of the nineteenth century,
introduced some of Rousseau’s notions to British intellectual circles. They
advocated what has become known as the positive concept of liberty, and
their approach to this topic will be discussed in Chapter 10. They and (more
particularly) their followers also developed a less individualistic and more
uplifting view of the purpose of representation than had been common in
the nineteenth century.

One such theorist was A. D. Lindsay of Oxford. In a book called The
Essentials of Democracy, published in 1929, he said this:

The purpose of representative government is to maintain and preserve
different points of view, in order to make effective discussion possible . . . it
is democratic in so far as it is recognized that anyone . . . has something
special and distinctive to contribute . . . But this belief that everyone has
something to contribute does not mean that what everyone has to say is
of equal value. It assumes that if the discussion is good enough the proper
value of each contribution will be brought out in the discussion.

(Lindsay 1935: 40–1)

About the same time, Harold Laski wrote in similar terms: ‘The under-
lying thesis of parliamentary government’, he said, ‘is that discussion forms
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the popular mind and that the executive utilizes the legislature to translate
into statute the will arrived at by that mind’ (Laski 1928: 13). Ernest Barker
of Cambridge followed the same trend when he wrote that the real basis of
democracy is the ‘discussion of competing ideas, leading to a compromise in
which all the ideas are reconciled and which can be accepted by all because
it bears the imprint of all’ (Barker 1942: 41).

Peter Bachrach has suggested that Lindsay and Barker, along with J. S.
Mill, should be regarded as the authors of the ‘classical theory of demo-
cracy’ (Bachrach 1969: 4). This is quite implausible, both because there is
no classical theory and because Lindsay and Barker were not particularly
influential. They are quoted here only because their views indicate the
width of the Atlantic Ocean in regard to democratic theory. The predomin-
ant tendency in Britain in this field has always been to favour pragmatic
Utilitarian views, but those British theorists who did briefly (because their
views did not survive the Second World War) develop more idealistic the-
ories produced ideas that were far removed from the idealism of American
populists.

A second line of argument in Britain has revolved around the theory of
the electoral mandate, developed by Labour Party spokesmen. This theory
states that each party has a duty to present the electorate at a general elec-
tion with a detailed manifesto setting out the policies that the party pro-
poses to follow, and the legislative changes it proposes to introduce, if it
wins the election and forms the next government. The incoming govern-
ment would then be entitled to claim that it had a mandate from the electors
to carry out its promises and would therefore be acting democratically in
using party discipline to press these policies through Parliament.

To some extent, this theory reflects the traditions and practices of the
British trade-union movement, which has always believed that leaders should
not only be elected but also be mandated to pursue specific policies endorsed
by the rank-and-file members. Beyond this, however, it can be and has been
claimed that the theory is the most appropriate one for a country whose
politics are dominated by two highly disciplined national parties. It is said
that individualistic theories of representative government like those of the
Utilitarians are outdated in a situation in which the role of the voters is not
to get their individual interests represented but simply to decide which of
the two main parties should govern the country for the next four or five
years. This may be a restricted choice, but if the parties are democratically
organized (as the Labour Party is), so that all who are interested in party
policy can play a part in framing it, then the ordinary citizen can have a
continuing role in the democratic process and the policy of a party winning
a general election can reasonably be regarded as reflecting the will of the
majority.

This theory has some plausibility in the context of a parliamentary system
dominated by two disciplined parties. It is, however, highly controversial
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and much academic opinion is against it. The theory runs contrary to the
accepted constitutional doctrine that the government of the country has a
responsibility to protect and advance the interests of the whole nation, not
just to look after its own political supporters. The theory also seems to be
incompatible with the fact that the victorious party at a general election in
Britain rarely gets the support of a majority of voters and virtually never
gets that of a majority of electors.

In reviewing the theory of the electoral mandate in the early 1960s I
reached the conclusion that it had little descriptive validity, citing as evid-
ence the results of sample surveys of public opinion and voting behaviour.
These showed that in the 1950s there was a poor match between opinions
on policy issues and voting behaviour. In the 1950 general election in a
London constituency, 41 per cent of Labour voters agreed with Conservat-
ive policy positions, while in the 1955 election in Birmingham 39 per cent
of Labour voters had pro-Conservative policy positions as against only
34 per cent who had pro-Labour policy positions (see Birch 1964: 120–1).

It was also shown that most voters decide how to vote on the basis of
factors other than their view of the rival election manifestos; the authors
of a study of voting in Birmingham in the 1951 election concluded that ‘the
maximum proportion of voters whose vote was primarily decided by an
issue or issues cannot have been more than 10 per cent, and may have been
much smaller’ (Milne and Mackenzie 1954: 139). These data suggested that
it would be unrealistic, as well as controversial on constitutional grounds,
to interpret election results as conferring a mandate for the victorious party
to pursue the particular policies listed in its election manifesto.

Is there any reason to revise this verdict? The answer to this question has
to be a little ambiguous. The constitutional argument against the mandate
theory remains, and the argument in terms of the opinions of voters can still
be put. A 1970 survey showed that only four out of sixteen policies set out
in the Labour Party’s manifesto had the support of a majority of Labour
voters (Rose 1976: 309). In 1982 a leading student of voting behaviour
reported that ‘for at least the last fifteen years people have voted Labour
despite its policies’ (Crewe 1982: 37). A 1987 survey found that only about
a third of the voters favoured four of the central proposals put forward in
the manifesto of the victorious Conservative Party (Oliver 1989: 128).

In view of these rather powerful arguments against the mandate theory,
why is it suggested that the evidence of recent years is slightly ambiguous?
The reason is that there has been a growing tendency for politicians to
place more stress than previously on the claim that they have a mandate
for certain specific policies. The behaviour of the House of Lords has
been one reason for this. Their Lordships have adopted the convention,
quite voluntarily, that they will not mutilate or reject government Bills to
which the ruling party committed itself in its last election manifesto, though
they might mutilate or reject other Bills. In consequence, Conservative
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ministers in the 1980s were heard arguing that their government had a
mandate for such policies as the compulsory sale of municipal housing or
the abolition of the Greater London Council, about which the Lords had
reservations.

Another relevant development is that British electors have become more
volatile since the 1960s, apparently more willing to switch votes between
parties in reaction to specific policies carried out or promised. This does not
mean that the theory of the electoral mandate is much more convincing,
because voters are not any more likely to endorse the whole platform of
the party they support at the polls. However, it does mean that parties are
apt to place more emphasis on specific policies they have designed to attract
votes, and to claim that they have a mandate to implement such policies
if they win the election.

The consequence of these developments is that, although the theory of
the mandate, in its strong form, may have been undermined by empirical
evidence, British politicians still talk about mandates to do this or that,
and are likely to continue to do so. The theory of the mandate may be dead,
but it won’t lie down.

If British government is viewed in comparative perspective, it can be said
that the mandate theory at least has the merit of drawing attention to one of
the most democratic features of the system. One of the strengths of British
democracy is the existence of a closer connection between electoral beha-
viour and government policies than can exist in a system fragmented by
the separation of legislative and executive powers, or competition between
numerous parties. British electors have the opportunity to base their vote
on the plans of the rival parties, with some expectation that these plans will
be carried out by the winner, and that must be regarded as a distinct advant-
age in democratic terms even if only a minority of electors actually decide
on this basis. British general elections give the public a more meaningful
influence over future government policies than congressional elections in
the United States, parliamentary elections in Italy (where every government
is a coalition), or federal elections in Canada (where the parties do not pub-
lish detailed manifestos). Perhaps this aspect of the British system should
be called ‘manifesto democracy’, to avoid the awkward connotations of the
term ‘mandate’.

Another controversy about democracy that has occurred in Britain is a
controversy about intra-party democracy. This has been essentially a con-
troversy within the Labour Party rather than between parties, but it raises
a question of theoretical interest. Up until 1981, leadership selection and
policy determination in the Labour Party were effectively in the hands of
the parliamentarians. In 1981, the rules were changed so as to provide
that the parliamentary leader would be chosen by an electoral college
in which the Labour MPs would have only 30 per cent of the votes, the
rest being divided between the local party branches (30 per cent) and the
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affiliated trade unions (40 per cent). It was also provided that sitting MPs
would no longer have an automatic right of re-nomination, but could be
deselected by their constituency party branches. The object of the changes
was to give the unions and the party activists in the country more power
to influence party policy and the behaviour of Labour MPs.

This objective would not be thought controversial in the United States,
but it provoked a storm of controversy in Britain. Within months of the
changes, twenty-five Labour MPs had left the party in protest and joined
the new Social Democratic Party. They believed, as did many constitutional
commentators, that giving extra-parliamentary organizations the power to
influence party policy in Parliament contravened the principles of parlia-
mentary democracy. R. T. McKenzie had declared in his magisterial book
on the party system that if the extra-parliamentary organizations of the
Labour Party ‘attempted to arrogate to themselves a determining influence
with respect to policy or leadership they would be cutting across the chain
of responsibility from Cabinet, to Parliament, to electorate, which is a
fundamental feature of the British parliamentary system’ (McKenzie 1955:
588). In a much later article he said that ‘intra-party democracy, strictly inter-
preted, is incompatible with democratic government’ (McKenzie 1982: 195).

The vigour with which this view was expressed by McKenzie, an aca-
demic supporter of the moderate wing of the Labour Party, reflected his
concern that radical party activists might gain the upper hand in struggles
over party policy. However, the general principle involved has the support
of most theorists of parliamentary democracy, in Britain as in continental
Europe. It underlay Edmund Burke’s famous 1774 speech to the electors of
Bristol asserting that MPs should not surrender their judgement to the views
of their constituents, to be quoted in Chapter 8.

The modern justification for this principle is that party leaders, when in
office, have to balance the doctrinal aims of their party with a myriad of
conflicting pressures, financial problems, and international developments. It
is the responsibility of these leaders to get the balance right and to answer
for their decisions to Parliament, and subsequently to the electorate. It would
be wrong, so the argument goes, for leaders to be subject in this difficult
task to instructions or threats from party committees whose members do
not have the same duty of governing the country, are not engaged full-time
in this activity, do not have expert advice from the bureaucracy, and are not
answerable either to Parliament or the electorate. The position of ministers
in a parliamentary system is very different from that of US Members of
Congress and Senators, who do not have executive responsibilities, and this
is one of the reasons for the differences between European and American
democratic theories. Europeans are rarely populists, in the American sense,
and while in the nineteenth century this was partly because Europeans were
more sceptical about the political wisdom of the people, in the late twentieth
century it is mainly because of the constitutional differences between a
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parliamentary system and one based on the separation of powers. These
transatlantic differences are so great that any attempt to generalize about
democracy which ignores them must inevitably be inadequate.

DEMOCRATIZATION

The 1990s saw a dramatic increase, indeed a doubling, in the number of
countries claiming to have democratic regimes, and a direct consequence of
this has been a renewed interest by scholars in the process of democratiza-
tion. This interest is renewed rather than new because earlier decades saw
two attempts by American theorists to generalize about the matter. One
of these was the theory that there is a necessary relationship between the
growth of free enterprise on the one hand and the development of democratic
government on the other. The more ambitious of the writers who suggested
this reflected the long-standing American tendency to believe that the
destiny of the world is to see a convergence of all societies towards the
American way of life.

This theory was always simplistic and historical experience gives little
support for it. When Germany followed the British and American examples
by rapidly industrializing its economy in the period between 1871 and 1914,
it did so under an autocratic system of government, not a democratic one.
Despite the growth of a large and well-educated middle class, said by theor-
ists to be the main factor that links economic progress with democracy,
Germany did not become democratic (apart from the brief and messy inter-
lude of the Weimar Republic) until pushed into doing so by the American,
British and French occupying powers after 1945. Equally, Japan’s industri-
alization and economic progress did not lead to democratic politics until
General MacArthur and his colleagues imposed democratic institutions
on the country after its surrender. More recently the newly industrialized
societies of eastern Asia, led by Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan, have
achieved very high rates of economic growth with political systems that
have been somewhat undemocratic. The Asian countries with the longest
experience of democracy, namely India and Sri Lanka, have remained eco-
nomically backward.

The other attempt to generalize was that by behaviouralist scholars who
tried to find statistical correlations between the growth of democracy and a
number of other variables. As Paul Cammack has pointed out, and as four
or five behaviouralists admitted in the period from 1985 to 1991, this whole
effort was unsuccessful (Cammack 1994: 174–5). Having learned from those
mistakes, recent scholars have simply used historical methods, producing
case studies of democratization in various areas with only modest attempts
to generalize about them.

History shows that it is easier to establish democratic institutions than to
develop the political conventions and practices that are needed to build a
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stable system of democratic government. The latter requires not only a
system of free elections but also free mass media, freedom to organize polit-
ical parties, a non-partisan judiciary, a readiness of voters to accept electoral
defeat, a readiness of governing elites to hand over power to their rivals, and
a willingness of the military to refrain from using their power to intervene
in the democratic process. Some examples of failure follow.

After the defeat of Tsarist Russia and the Austro-Hungarian Empire in
the First World War, nine successor states in eastern and south-eastern
Europe were established with democratic institutions. Of these, only Czecho-
slovakia remained democratic until 1939. In the other eight, democracy gave
way to authoritarian government of one kind or another in the following
order: Bulgaria, June 1923; Poland, May 1926; Lithuania, December 1926;
Yugoslavia, January 1929; Austria, March 1933; Estonia, March 1934; Latvia,
May 1934; and Romania, February 1938 (see Bermeo 2003: 23). It should be
noted that none of these moves to authoritarian systems was caused by
ethnic cleavages in society, economic collapse, mass revolution or civil war,
all of which have led to democratic breakdowns elsewhere. In these eight
states the cause was either the unwillingness of the military to keep out of
politics or manoeuvres among ruling elites to keep themselves or their friends
in power (Bermeo 2003: Chapter 2).

Another wave of newly independent democratic institutions came into
being in consequence of the decolonization of European empires in the
period 1945–65. In Africa the results have been highly discouraging for
democrats. The former Belgian Congo (now Democratic Republic of the
Congo) has been a political shambles since the early 1950s, with dictator-
ship, ethnic violence and periods of civil war. In Portuguese East Africa
(now Republic of Mozambique) independence was followed by a period of
civil strife, while Angola has seen a protracted civil war lasting since 1976.
The former British colonies have seen their parliamentary institutions dis-
rupted by ethnic conflict, military takeovers and personal dictatorships, while
Nigeria, the most tragic case, had a civil war that cost up to one million lives.
They have also been affected by widespread corruption that has held back
economic development and wasted vast amounts of international aid. The
former French colonies have been the most stable, partly, perhaps mainly,
because the French colonial administrators stripped power from tribal leaders
and developed a French-educated elite to whom they could transfer power.
Another reason was that after the colonies had nominal independence
they retained close economic ties with France, which also provided their
new governments with military support in what was often called a neo-
colonial relationship. But these states have had long periods of single-party
dominance and their claims to be democratic are questionable.

A quite different set of factors has created problems in South America. In
that continent, which has seen numerous moves towards democratization,
institutional arrangements have been more significant than ethnic cleavages in
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leading to reversions to authoritarian rule. Because of the natural influence
of US ideas and examples, democratic reformers have generally favoured
directly elected presidents. However, the US system has several dis-
advantages for a newly democratized state that, unlike the United States
in its early decades, needs strong central government to cope with the myriad
problems of the modern world. It provides for two centres of power, the
executive and the legislative, each of which enjoys democratic legitimacy
but which may be far from agreement. As Linz and Valenzuela (1994) have
pointed out, it is often the case that the presidents owe their majority to the
support of large urban centres while legislative houses are more representat-
ive of the very different interests of rural areas and small towns. There is no
democratic principle to resolve conflicts arising from this kind of difference,
so that there is a recurrent temptation for the president to seize power by
organizing mass demonstrations or for the military to intervene on one side
or the other (Linz and Valenzuela 1994: 7–8).

If no single party has a majority in the country, which is quite common
in all systems, a parliamentary system can produce a coalition cabinet, but
there cannot be a coalition president. A presidential election produces a
winner-take-all situation, and frequently a loser who loses all, having no
other office to fall back on. Another disadvantage is that presidential systems
normally provide for fixed terms of office, unlike parliamentary systems
which are much more flexible. If a new development provokes a crisis, a
parliamentary system can respond by a cabinet reshuffle, the replacement
of the prime minister by one of his or her colleagues, or a general election
focused on the issue in question (Linz and Valenzuela 1994: 8–10).

Yet another disadvantage of the US system is the principle that if a pre-
sident dies in office the vice-president automatically takes over for the
duration of the president’s term. This worked well enough in the United
States in 1945 and 1963, when exceptionally talented vice-presidents acceded
to office, but it is an inherently risky system. It contributed to the downfall
of democratic regimes in Brazil in 1964, Uruguay in 1973, and Argentina in
1976, after death had elevated vice-presidents who had different policies
from or were thought to be less efficient than their predecessors (see Bermeo
2003: Chapters 3, 4 and 6). This is no place for a catalogue, but it seems clear
that a preference for directly elected presidents has played a part in the
chequered political history of South American countries, with periods of
democracy, one-party government and military dictatorship following one
another, not necessarily in that order.

Since 2003, a new focus of interest in democratization has followed Pre-
sident Bush’s repeated assertion that he would like to promote democracy
throughout the Middle East and sees no reason to believe that Muslim
societies cannot support democratic political systems. In fact there are two
reasons to be doubtful about this, one theological and the other sternly
practical.
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The theological reason is that a basic doctrine of the Islamic religion is
that all the laws humankind needs are to be found in the Koran and a very
early volume of judicial elaborations of Koranic law. The democratic view
that a parliament or congress can be a sovereign law-making body therefore
conflicts with a fundamental Islamic belief; all that such assemblies can
properly do is to interpret the laws that already exist. The current constitu-
tion of Iran is strictly correct by Islamic standards. Iran has an elected
Parliament that passes laws, but it also has a Council of Guardians, com-
posed of unelected religious leaders, that has the power to nullify these
laws if they are deemed to conflict with Koranic law. It was not really sur-
prising that during the 2005 parliamentary election campaign the Council
of Guardians was able to disqualify numerous candidates, including thirty-
five sitting Members of Parliament, on the grounds that they were unfit to
interpret Koranic law.

The practical reason is simply that moderate leaders of Muslim states are
afraid that democratic elections and all the liberalizing moves that go with
them would increase the influence of fundamentalist groups whose aim is to
destabilize the system and push their countries into open opposition to the
United States and the western alliance. Egypt, under American pressure,
held a general election in 2005 that was more free than it has held for a
generation. The main fundamentalist organization, the Muslim Brotherhood,
was illegal with many of its leaders in prison. It nevertheless fielded numer-
ous candidates as independents and they shocked the government by getting
almost 20 per cent of the popular vote. The government subsequently jailed
a candidate who had challenged President Mubarak for the presidency, tight-
ened its emergency laws, and summarily postponed local elections that were
due to be held in April 2006.

Of course, successful democratization in a Muslim country is only im-
probable, not impossible. Turkey has had a nominally secular regime since
1928 and has recently developed a largely democratic parliamentary system.
It has had to cope with nationalist agitation and occasional terrorist attacks
from its sizeable Kurdish minority, its record on human rights is controver-
sial, and its secular regime is unpopular with other Muslim states. But its
leaders have displayed great determination in maintaining their commitments.

In this, Turkey may be compared with India, where commitment of the
governing elite to democratic principles has survived every kind of problem
since the country achieved independence in 1947. India has Muslim, Sikh
and Tamil minorities totalling over 210 million people. It has experienced
three major wars with Pakistan, a border conflict with China, civil conflict
in Kashmir, a nationalist revolt in Punjab, terrorist attacks on Delhi and
Mumbai, and the assassination of two prime ministers. That its democratic
parliamentary system has remained intact is a great tribute to its leaders and
an encouragement to all who believe, as I do, that democracy is the best
form of government yet devised. The problem for social scientists, however,
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is that Turkey and India have very little in common apart from human
commitment. In 1994 Alistair Edwards concluded that ‘general questions
about democratization are unanswerable. The infinite variety of conditions,
actually present or counterfactually posed, which might facilitate or impede
such a process can produce only bewilderment’ (Edwards 1994: 101).

The period since 1945 has certainly seen progress in a democratic direc-
tion, for nearly all European states outside the Balkans now have demo-
cratic systems that seem stable, while in the developing world democratic
ideals and ambitions have become more widespread. A Freedom House
report has indicated that between 1980 and 2004 22 states in the developing
world embarked on a process of democratization (Karatnycky and Ackerman
2005). However, prediction is difficult and the passage of time since Edwards’
(1994) conclusion was reached has revealed little to challenge it.
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CHAPTER XXII

ANOTHER THEORY OF DEMOCRACY

I. COMPETITION FOR POLITICAL LEADERSHIP

I THINK that most students of politics have by now come to accept the
criticisms leveled at the classical doctrine of democracy in the preceding

chapter. I also think that most of them agree, or will agree before long, in
accepting anoth
er theory which is much truer to life and at the same time salvages much of
what sponsors of the democratic method really mean by this term. Like the
classical theory, it may be put into the nutshell of a definition.

It will be remembered that our chief troubles about the classical theory
centered in the proposition that “the people” hold a definite and rational
opinion about every individual question and that they give effect to this
opinion—in a democracy—by choosing “representatives” who will see to it
that that opinion is carried out. Thus the selection of the representatives is
made secondary to the primary purpose of the democratic arrangement which
is to vest the power of deciding political issues in the electorate. Suppose
we reverse the roles of these two elements and make the deciding of issues
by the electorate secondary to the election of the men who are to do the
deciding. To put it differently, we now take the view that the role of the
people is to produce a government, or else an intermediate body which in
turn will produce a national executive1 or government. And we define: the
democratic method is that institutional arrangement for arriving at political
decisions in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a
competitive struggle for the people’s vote.

Defense and explanation of this idea will speedily show that, as to both
plausibility of assumptions and tenability of propositions, it greatly improves
the theory of the democratic process.

First of all, we are provided with a reasonably efficient criterion by which
to distinguish democratic governments from others. We have seen that the
classical theory meets with difficulties on that score because both the will and
the good of the people may be, and in many historical instances have been,

1 The insincere word “executive” really points in the wrong direction. It ceases however to
do so if we use it in the sense in which we speak of the “executives” of a business corporation
who also do a great deal more than “execute” the will of stockholders.
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served just as well or better by governments that cannot be described as
democratic according to any accepted usage of the term. Now we are in a
somewhat better position partly because we are resolved to stress a modus
procedendi the presence or absence of which it is in most cases easy to verify.2

For instance, a parliamentary monarchy like the English one fulfills the
requirements of the democratic method because the monarch is practically
constrained to appoint to cabinet office the same people as parliament would
elect. A “constitutional” monarchy does not qualify to be called democratic
because electorates and parliaments, while having all the other rights that
electorates and parliaments have in parliamentary monarchies, lack the power
to impose their choice as to the governing committee: the cabinet ministers
are in this case servants of the monarch, in substance as well as in name,
and can in principle be dismissed as well as appointed by him. Such an
arrangement may satisfy the people. The electorate may reaffirm this fact by
voting against any proposal for change. The monarch may be so popular as
to be able to defeat any competition for the supreme office. But since no
machinery is provided for making this competition effective the case does
not come within our definition.

Second, the theory embodied in this definition leaves all the room we may
wish to have for a proper recognition of the vital fact of leadership. The
classical theory did not do this but, as we have seen, attributed to the electorate
an altogether unrealistic degree of initiative which practically amounted to
ignoring leadership. But collectives act almost exclusively by accepting
leadership—this is the dominant mechanism of practically any collective action
which is more than a reflex. Propositions about the working and the results
of the democratic method that take account of this are bound to be infinitely
more realistic than propositions which do not. They will not stop at the
execution of a volonté générale but will go some way toward showing how it
emerges or how it is substituted or faked. What we have termed Manufactured
Will is no longer outside the theory, an aberration for the absence of which
we piously pray; it enters on the ground floor as it should.

Third, however, so far as there are genuine group-wise volitions at all—
for instance the will of the unemployed to receive unemployment benefit or
the will of other groups to help—our theory does not neglect them. On the
contrary we are now able to insert them in exactly the role they actually play.
Such volitions do not as a rule assert themselves directly. Even if strong and
definite they remain latent, often for decades, until they are called to life by
some political leader who turns them into political factors. This he does, or
else his agents do it for him, by organizing these volitions, by working them

2 See however the fourth point below.
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up and by including eventually appropriate items in his competitive offering.
The interaction between sectional interests and public opinion and the way
in which they produce the pattern we call the political situation appear from
this angle in a new and much clearer light.

Fourth, our theory is of course no more definite than is the concept of
competition for leadership. This concept presents similar difficulties as the
concept of competition in the economic sphere, with which it may be
usefully compared. In economic life competition is never completely lacking,
but hardly ever is it perfect.3 Similarly, in political life there is always some
competition, though perhaps only a potential one, for the allegiance of the
people. To simplify matters we have restricted the kind of competition for
leadership which is to define democracy, to free competition for a free vote.
The justification for this is that democracy seems to imply a recognized
method by which to conduct the competitive struggle, and that the electoral
method is practically the only one available for communities of any size. But
though this excludes many ways of securing leadership which should be
excluded,4 such as competition by military insurrection, it does not exclude
the cases that are strikingly analogous to the economic phenomena we label
“unfair” or “fraudulent” competition or restraint of competition. And we
cannot exclude them because if we did we should be left with a completely
unrealistic ideal.5 Between this ideal case which does not exist and the cases
in which all competition with the established leader is prevented by force,
there is a continuous range of variation within which the democratic method
of government shades off into the autocratic one by imperceptible steps. But
if we wish to understand and not to philosophize, this is as it should be. The
value of our criterion is not seriously impaired thereby.

Fifth, our theory seems to clarify the relation that subsists between
democracy and individual freedom. If by the latter we mean the existence
of a sphere of individual self-government the boundaries of which are
historically variable—no society tolerates absolute freedom even of
conscience and of speech, no society reduces that sphere to zero—the
question clearly becomes a matter of degree. We have seen that the
democratic method does not necessarily guarantee a greater amount of

3 In Part II we had examples of the problems which arise out of this.
4 It also excludes methods which should not be excluded, for instance, the acquisition of

political leadership by the people’s tacit acceptance of it or by election quasi per inspirationem.
The latter differs from election by voting only by a technicality. But the former is not quite
without importance even in modern politics; the sway held by a party boss within his party is
often based on nothing but tacit acceptance of his leadership. Comparatively speaking however
these are details which may, I think, be neglected in a sketch like this.

5 As in the economic field, some restrictions are implicit in the legal and moral principles
of the community.
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individual freedom than another political method would permit in similar
circumstances. It may well be the other way round. But there is still a
relation between the two. If, on principle at least, everyone is free to compete
for political leadership6 by presenting himself to the electorate, this will in
most cases though not in all mean a considerable amount of freedom of
discussion for all. In particular it will normally mean a considerable amount
of freedom of the press. This relation between democracy and freedom is
not absolutely stringent and can be tampered with. But, from the standpoint
of the intellectual, it is nevertheless very important. At the same time, it is
all there is to that relation.

Sixth, it should be observed that in making it the primary function of
the electorate to produce a government (directly or through an intermediate
body) I intended to include in this phrase also the function of evicting it.
The one means simply the acceptance of a leader or a group of leaders,
the other means simply the withdrawal of this acceptance. This takes care
of an element the reader may have missed. He may have thought that the
electorate controls as well as installs. But since electorates normally do not
control their political leaders in any way except by refusing to reelect them
or the parliamentary majorities that support them, it seems well to reduce
our ideas about this control in the way indicated by our definition.
Occasionally, spontaneous revulsions occur which upset a government or
an individual minister directly or else enforce a certain course of action.
But they are not only exceptional, they are, as we shall see, contrary to the
spirit of the democratic method.

Seventh, our theory sheds much-needed light on an old controversy.
Whoever accepts the classical doctrine of democracy and in consequence
believes that the democratic method is to guarantee that issues be decided
and policies framed according to the will of the people must be struck by
the fact that, even if that will were undeniably real and definite, decision by
simple majorities would in many cases distort it rather than give effect to it.
Evidently the will of the majority is the will of the majority and not the will
of “the people.” The latter is a mosaic that the former completely fails to
“represent.” To equate both by definition is not to solve the problem.
Attempts at real solutions have however been made by the authors of the
various plans for Proportional Representation.

These plans have met with adverse criticism on practical grounds. It is
in fact obvious not only that proportional representation will offer
opportunities for all sorts of idiosyncrasies to assert themselves but also that

6 Free, that is, in the same sense in which everyone is free to start another textile mill.
7 The argument against proportional representation has been ably stated by Professor

F.A.Hermens in “The Trojan Horse of Democracy,” Social Research, November 1938.
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it may prevent democracy from producing efficient governments and thus
prove a danger in times of stress.7 But before concluding that democracy
becomes unworkable it its principle is carried out consistently, it is just as
well to ask ourselves whether this principle really implies proportional
representation. As a matter of fact it does not. If acceptance of leadership is
the true function of the electorate’s vote, the case for proportional
representation collapses because its premises are no longer binding. The
principle of democracy then merely means that the reins of government
should be handed to those who command more support than do any of the
competing individuals or teams. And this in turn seems to assure the standing
of the majority system within the logic of the democratic method, although
we might still condemn it on grounds that lie outside of that logic.

II. THE PRINCIPLE APPLIED

The theory outlined in the preceding section we are now going to try out
on some of the more important features of the structure and working of the
political engine in democratic countries.

1. In a democracy, as I have said, the primary function of the elector’s
vote is to produce government. This may mean the election of a complete
set of individual officers. This practice however is in the main a feature of
local government and will be neglected henceforth.8 Considering national
government only, we may say that producing government practically
amounts to deciding who the leading man shall be.9 As before, we shall call
him Prime Minister.

There is only one democracy in which the electorate’s vote does this

8 This we shall do for simplicity’s sake only. The phenomenon fits perfectly into our schema.
9 This is only approximately true. The elector’s vote does indeed put into power a group

that in all normal cases acknowledges an individual leader but there are as a rule leaders of
second and third rank who carry political guns in their own right and whom the leader has no
choice but to put into appropriate offices. This fact will be recognized presently.

Another point must be kept in mind. Although there is reason to expect that a man who
rises to a position of supreme command will in general be a man of considerable personal
force, whatever else he may be—to this we shall return later on—it does not follow that this
will always be the case. Therefore the term “leader” or “leading man” is not to imply that
the individuals thus designated are necessarily endowed with qualities of leadership or that
they always do give any personal leads. There are political situations favorable to the rise of
men deficient in leadership (and other qualities) and unfavorable to the establishment of
strong individual positions. A party or a combination of parties hence may occasionally be
acephalous. But everyone recognizes that this is a pathological state and one of the typical
causes of defeat.

10 We may, I take it, disregard the electoral college. In calling the President of the
United States a prime minister I wish to stress the fundamental similarity of his position
to that of prime ministers in other democracies. But I do not wish to minimize the
differences, although some of them are more formal than real. The least important of them
is that the President also fulfills those largely ceremonial functions of, say, the French
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directly, viz., the United States.10 In all other cases the electorate’s vote does
not directly produce government but an intermediate organ, henceforth called
parliament,11 upon which the government-producing function devolves. It
might seem easy to account for the adoption or rather the evolution of this
arrangement, both on historical grounds and on grounds of expediency, and
for the various forms it took in different social patterns. But it is not a logical
construct; it is a natural growth the subtle meanings and results of which
completely escape the official, let alone legal, doctrines.

How does a parliament produce government? The most obvious method
is to elect it or, more realistically, to elect the prime minister and then to vote
the list of ministers he presents. This method is rarely used.12 But it brings
out the nature of the procedure better than any of the others. Moreover, these
can all be reduced to it, because the man who becomes prime minister is in
all normal cases the one whom parliament would elect. The way in which
he is actually appointed to office, by a monarch as in England, by a President
as in France or by a special agency or committee as in the Prussian Free
State of the Weimar period, is merely a matter of form.

The classical English practice is this. After a general election the
victorious party normally commands a majority of seats in Parliament and
thus is in a position to carry a vote of want of confidence against everyone
except its own leader who in this negative way is designated “by
Parliament” for national leadership. He receives his commission from the
monarch—“kisses hands”—and presents to him his list of ministers of
which the list of cabinet ministers is a part. In this he includes, first, some

presidents. Much more important is it that he cannot dissolve Congress—but neither could
the French Prime Minister do so. On the other hand, his position is stronger than that of
the English Prime Minister by virtue of the fact that his leadership is independent of his
having a majority in Congress—at least legally; for as a matter of fact he is checkmated
if he has none. Also, he can appoint and dismiss cabinet officers (almost) at will. The latter
can hardly be called ministers in the English sense of the word and are really no more than
the word “secretary” conveys in common parlance. We might say, therefore, that in a sense
the President is not only prime minister but sole minister, unless we find an analogy
between the functions of an English Cabinet minister and the functions of the managers
of the administration’s forces in Congress.

There is no difficulty about interpreting and explaining these and many other
peculiarities in this or any other country that uses the democratic method. But in order to
save space we shall mainly think of the English pattern and consider all other cases as more
or less important “deviations” on the theory that thus far the logic of democratic
government has worked itself out most completely in the English practice though not in
its legal forms.

11 It will be recalled that I have defined parliament as an organ of the state. Although
that was done simply for reasons of formal (legal) logic this definition fits in particularly
well with our conception of the democratic method. Membership in parliament is hence
an office.

12 For example, it was adopted in Austria after the breakdown in 1918.
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party veterans who receive what might be called complimentary office;
secondly, the leaders of the second rank, those men on whom he counts
for the current fighting in Parliament and who owe their preferment partly
to their positive political value and partly to their value as potential
nuisances; third, the rising men whom he invites to the charmed circle of
office in order to “extract the brains from below the gangway”; and
sometimes, fourth, a few men whom he thinks particularly well qualified
to fill certain offices.13 But again, in all normal cases this practice will tend
to produce the same result as election by Parliament would. The reader will
also see that where, as in England, the prime minster has the actual power
to dissolve (“to go to the country”), the result will to some extent
approximate the result we should expect from direct election of the cabinet
by the electorate so long as the latter supports him.14 This may be
illustrated by a famous instance.

2. In 1879, when the Beaconsfield (Disraeli) government, after almost
six years of prosperous tenure of power culminating in the spectacular
success of the Congress of Berlin,15 was on all ordinary counts entitled to
expect a success at the polls, Gladstone suddenly roused the country by a
series of addresses of unsurpassable force (Midlothian campaign) which
played up Turkish atrocities so successfully as to place him on the crest
of a wave of popular enthusiasm for him personally. The official party had
nothing to do with it. Several of its leaders in fact disapproved. Gladstone

13 To lament, as some people do, how little fitness for office counts in these arrangements
is beside the point where description is concerned; it is of the essence of democratic government
that political values should count primarily and fitness only incidentally. See below, ch. xxiii.

14 If, as was the case in France, the prime minister has no such power, parliamentary
coteries acquire so much independence that this parallelism between acceptance of a man
by parliament and acceptance of the same man by the electorate is weakened or destroyed.
This is the situation in which the parlor game of parliamentary politics runs riot. From our
standpoint this is a deviation from the design of the machine. Raymond Poincaré was of
the same opinion.

Of course, such situations also occur in England. For the Prime Minister’s power to
dissolve—strictly, his power to “advise” the monarch to dissolve the House of
Commons—is inoperative either if his party’s inner circle sets its face against it or if
there is no chance that elections will strengthen his hold upon Parliament. That is to say,
he may be stronger (though possibly still weak) in Parliament than he is in the country.
Such a state of things tends to develop with some regularity after a government has been
in power for some years. But under the English system this deviation from design cannot
last very long.

15 I do not mean that the temporary settlement of the questions raised by the Russo Turkish
War and the acquisition of the perfectly useless island of Cyprus were in themselves such
masterpieces of statesmanship. But I do mean that from the standpoint of domestic politics they
were just the kind of showy success that would normally flatter the average citizen’s vanity
and would greatly enhance the government’s prospects in an atmosphere of jingo patriotism.
In fact it was the general opinion that Disraeli would have won if he had dissolved immediately
on returning from Berlin.
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had resigned the leadership years before and tackled the country single-
handed. But when the liberal party under this impetus had won a smashing
victory, it was obvious to everyone that he had to be again accepted as the
party leader—nay, that he had become the party leader by virtue of his
national leadership and that there simply was no room for any other. He
came into power in a halo of glory.

Now this instance teaches us a lot about the working of the democratic
method. To begin with, it must be realized that it is unique only in its
dramatic quality, but in nothing else. It is the oversized specimen of a normal
genus. The cases of both Pitts, Peel, Palmerston, Disraeli, Campbell
Bannerman and others differ from it only in degree.

First, as to the Prime Minister’s political leadership.16 Our example shows
that it is composed of three different elements which must not be confused
and which in every case mix in different proportions, the mixture then
determining the nature of every individual Prime Minister’s rule. On the face
of it, he comes into office as the leading man of his party in Parliament. As

16 It is characteristic of the English way of doing things that official recognition of
the existence of the Prime Minister’s office was deferred until 1907, when it was allowed
to appear in the official order of precedence at court. But it is as old as democratic
government. However, since democratic government was never introduced by a distinct
act but slowly evolved as part of a comprehensive social process, it is not easy to indicate
even an approximate birthday or birth period. There is a long stretch that presents
embryonic cases. It is tempting to date the institution from the reign of William III,
whose position, so much weaker than that of the native rulers had been, seems to give
color to the idea. The objection to this however is not so much that England was no
“democracy” then—the reader will recall that we do not define democracy by the extent
of the franchise—as that, on the one hand, the embryonic case of Danby had occurred
under Charles II and that, on the other hand, William III never reconciled himself to the
arrangement and kept certain matters successfully in his own hands. We must not of
course confuse prime ministers with mere advisers, however powerful with their sovereign
and however firmly entrenched in the very center of the public power plant they may be—
such men as Richelieu, Mazarin or Strafford for instance. Godolphin and Harley under
Queen Anne were clearly transitional cases. The first man to be universally recognized
at the time and by political historians was Sir Robert Walpole. But he as well as the Duke
of Newcastle (or his brother Henry Pelham or both jointly) and in fact all the leading
men down to Lord Shelburne (including the elder Pitt who even as foreign secretary came
very near to fulfilling our requirements in substance) lack one or another of the
characteristics. The first full-fledged specimen was the younger Pitt.

It is interesting to note that what his own time recognized in the case of Sir Robert
Walpole (and later in that of Lord Carteret [Earl of Granville]) was not that here was an
organ essential to democratic government that was breaking through atrophic tissues. On
the contrary, public opinion felt it to be a most vicious cancer the growth of which was
a menace to the national welfare and to democracy—“sole minister” or “first minister”
was a term of opprobrium hurled at Walpole by his enemies. This fact is significant. It
not only indicates the resistance new institutions usually meet with. It also indicates that
this institution was felt to be incompatible with the classic doctrine of democracy which
in fact has no place for political leadership in our sense, hence no place for the realities
of the position of a prime minister.
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soon as installed however, he becomes in a sense the leader of Parliament,
directly of the house of which he is a member, indirectly also of the other.
This is more than an official euphemism, more also than is implied in his
hold upon his own party. He acquires influence on, or excites the antipathy
of, the other parties and individual members of the other parties as well, and
this makes a lot of difference in his chances of success. In the limiting case,
best exemplified by the practice of Sir Robert Peel, he may coerce his own
party by means of another. Finally, though in all normal cases he will also
be the head of his party in the country, the well-developed specimen of the
prime ministerial genus will have a position in the country distinct from what
he automatically acquires by heading the party organization. He will lead
party opinion creatively—shape it—and eventually rise toward a formative
leadership of public opinion beyond the lines of party, toward national
leadership that may to some extent become independent of mere party
opinion. It is needless to say how very personal such an achievement is and
how great the importance of such a foothold outside of both party and
Parliament. It puts a whip into the hand of the leader the crack of which may
bring unwilling and conspiring followers to heel, though its thong will
sharply hit the hand that uses it unsuccessfully.

This suggests an important qualification to our proposition that in a
parliamentary system the function of producing a government devolves
upon parliament. Parliament does normally decide who will be Prime
Minister, but in doing so it is not completely free. It decides by acceptance
rather than by initiative. Excepting pathological cases like the French
chambre, the wishes of members are not as a rule the ultimate data of the
process from which government emerges. Members are not only
handcuffed by party obligations. They also are driven by the man whom
they “elect”—driven to the act of the “election” itself exactly as they are
driven by him once they have “elected” him. Every horse is of course free
to kick over the traces and it does not always run up to its bit. But revolt
or passive resistance against the leader’s lead only shows up the normal
relation. And this normal relation is of the essence of the
democratic.method. Gladstone’s personal victory in 1880 is the answer to
the official theory that Parliament creates and cashiers government.17

17 Gladstone himself upheld that theory strongly. In 1874, when defeated at the polls,
he still argued for meeting Parliament because it was up to Parliament to pass the
sentence of dismissal. This of course means nothing at all. In the same way he studiously
professed unbounded deference to the crown. One biographer after another has marveled
at this courtly attitude of the great democratic leader. But surely Queen Victoria showed
better discernment than did those biographers if we may judge from the strong dislike
which she displayed for Gladstone from 1879 on and which the biographers attribute
simply to the baleful influence of Disraeli. Is it really necessary to point out that
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3. Next, as to the nature and role of the cabinet.18 It is a curiously
double-faced thing, the joint product of Parliament and Prime Minister.
The latter designates its members for appointment, as we have seen, and
the former accepts but also influences his choice. Looked at from the
party’s standpoint it is an assemblage of subleaders more or less
reflecting its own structure. Looked at from the Prime Minister’s
standpoint it is an assemblage not only of comrades in arms but of party
men who have their own interests and prospects to consider—a miniature
Parliament. For the combination to come about and to work it is
necessary for prospective cabinet ministers to make up their minds—not
necessarily from enthusiastic love—to serve under Mr. X and for Mr. X
to shape his program so that his colleagues in the cabinet will not too
often feel like “reconsidering their position,” as official phraseology has
it, or like going on a sitdown strike. Thus the cabinet—and the same
applies to the wider ministry that comprises also the political officers not
in the cabinet—has a distinct function in the democratic process as
against Prime Minister, party, Parliament and electorate. This function of
intermediate leadership is associated with, but by no means based upon,
the current business transacted by the individual cabinet officers in the
several departments to which they are appointed in order to keep the
leading group’s hands on the bureaucratic engine. And it has only a
distant relation, if any, with “seeing to it that the will of the people is
carried out in each of them.” Precisely in the best instances, the people
are presented with results they never thought of and would not have
approved of in advance.

4. Again, as to Parliament. I have both defined what seems to me to
be its primary function and qualified that definition. But it might be
objected that my definition fails to do justice to its other functions.
Parliament obviously does a lot of other things besides setting up and

professions of deference may mean two different things? The man who treats his wife
with elaborate courtliness is not as a rule the one to accept comradeship between the
sexes on terms of equality. As a matter of fact, the courtly attitude is precisely a method
to evade this.

18 Still more than the evolution of the prime minister’s office, that of the cabinet is
blurred by the historical continuity that covers changes in the nature of an institution.
To this day the English cabinet is legally the operative part of the Privy Council, which
of course was an instrument of government in decidedly pre-democratic times. But below
this surface an entirely different organ has evolved. As soon as we realize this we find
the task of dating its emergence somewhat easier than we found the analogous task in
the case of the prime minister. Though embryonic cabinets existed in the time of Charles
II (the “cabal” ministry was one, and the committee of four that was formed in connection
with Temple’s experiment was another), the Whig “junto” under William III is a fair
candidate for first place. From the reign of Anne on only minor points of membership
or functioning remain to disagree on.
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pulling down governments. It legislates. And it even administers. For
although every act of a parliament, except resolutions and declarations
of policy, makes “law” in a formal sense, there are many acts which must
be considered as administrative measures. The budget is the most
important instance. To make it is an administrative function. Yet in this
country it is drawn up by Congress. Even where it is drawn up by the
minister of finance with the approval of the cabinet, as it is in England,
Parliament has to vote on it and by this vote it becomes an act of
Parliament. Does not this refute our theory?

When two armies operate against each other, their individual moves are
always centered upon particular objects that are determined by their
strategical or tactical situations. They may contend for a particular stretch
of country or for a particular hill. But the desirability of conquering that
stretch or hill must be derived from the strategical or tactical purpose, which
is to beat the enemy. It would be obviously absurd to attempt to derive it
from any extra-military properties the stretch or hill may have. Similarly, the
first and foremost aim of each political party is to prevail over the others in
order to get into power or to stay in it. Like the conquest of the stretch of
country or the hill, the decision of the political issues is, from the standpoint
of the politician, not the end but only the material of parliamentary activity.
Since politicians fire off words instead of bullets and since those words are
unavoidably supplied by the issues under debate, this may not always be as
clear as it is in the military case. But victory over the opponent is
nevertheless the essence of both games.19

Fundamentally, then, the current production of parliamentary decisions on
national questions is the very method by which Parliament keeps or refuses
to keep a government in power or by which Parliament accepts or refuses
to accept the Prime Minister’s leadership.20 With the exceptions to be noticed

19 Sometimes politicians do emerge from phraseological mists. To cite an example to which
no objection can be raised on the score of frivolity: no lesser politician than Sir Robert Peel
characterized the nature of his craft when he said after his parliamentary victory over the Whig
government on the issue of the latter’s policy in Jamaica: “Jamaica was a good horse to start.”
The reader should ponder over this.

20 This of course applies to the pre-Vichy French and pre-Fascist Italian practice just as
much as to the English practice. It may however be called in question in the case of the United
States where defeat of the administration on a major issue does not entail resignation of the
President. But this is merely due to the fact that the Constitution, which embodies a different
political theory, did not permit parliamentary practice to develop according to its logic. In actual
fact this logic did not entirely fail to assert itself. Defeats on major issues, though they cannot
displace the President, will in general so weaken his prestige as to oust him from a position of
leadership. For the time being this creates an abnormal situation. But whether he wins or loses
the subsequent presidential election, the conflict is then settled in a way that does not
fundamentally differ from the way in which an English Prime Minister deals with a similar
situation when he dissolves Parliament.
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presently, every vote is a vote of confidence or want of confidence, and the
votes that are technically so called merely bring out in abstracto the essential
element that is common to all. Of this we can satisfy ourselves by observing
that the initiative in bringing up matters for parliamentary decision as a rule
lies with the government or else with the opposition’s shadow cabinet and
not with private members.

It is the Prime Minister who selects from the incessant stream of current
problems those which he is going to make parliamentary issues, that is to say,
those on which his government proposes to introduce bills or, if he is not sure
of his ground, at least resolutions. Of course every government receives from
its predecessor a legacy of open questions which it may be unable to shelve;
others are taken up as a matter of routine politics; it is only in the case of the
most brilliant achievement that a Prime Minister is in a position to impose
measures about a political issue which he has created himself. In any case
however the government’s choice or lead, whether free or not, is the factor that
dominates parliamentary activity. If a bill is brought in by the opposition, this
means that it is offering battle: such a move is an attack which the government
must either thwart by purloining the issue or else defeat. If a major bill that is
not on the governmental menu is brought in by a group of the governmental
party, this spells revolt and it is from this angle and not from the extra-tactical
merits of the case that it is looked upon by the ministers. This even extends
to the raising of a debate. Unless suggested or sanctioned by the government,
these are symptoms of the government forces’ getting out of hand. Finally, if
a measure is carried by inter-party agreement, this means a drawn battle or a
battle avoided on strategical grounds.21

5. The exceptions to this principle of governmental leadership in
“representative” assemblies only serve to show how realistic it is. They are
of two kinds.

First, no leadership is absolute. Political leadership exerted according to the
democratic method is even less so than are others because of that competitive

21 Another highly significant piece of English technique may be mentioned in this
connection. A major bill is or was usually not proceeded with if the majority for it fell to a
very low figure on the second reading. This practice first of all recognized an important
limitation of the majority principle as actually applied in well-managed democracies: it would
not be correct to say that in a democracy the minority is always compelled to surrender. But
there is a second point. While the minority is not always compelled to yield to the majority
on the particular issue under debate, it is practically always—there were exceptions even to
this—compelled to yield to it on the question whether the cabinet is to stay in power. Such
a vote on the second reading of a major government measure may be said to combine a vote
of confidence with a vote for shelving a bill. If the contents of the bill were all that mattered
there would hardly be any sense in voting for it if it is not to make the statute book. But if
Parliament is primarily concerned with keeping the cabinet in office, then such tactics become
at once understandable.
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element which is of the essence of democracy. Since theoretically every follower
has the right of displacing his leader and since there are nearly always some
followers who have a real chance of doing so, the private member and—if he
feels that he could do with a bigger hat—the minister within and without the
inner circle steers a middle course between an unconditional allegiance to the
leader’s standard and an unconditional raising of a standard of his own,
balancing risks and chances with a nicety that is sometimes truly admirable.22

The leader in turn responds by steering a middle course between insisting on
discipline and allowing himself to be thwarted. He tempers pressure with more
or less judicious concessions, frowns with compliments, punishments with
benefits. This game results, according to the relative strength of individuals and
their positions, in a very variable but in most cases considerable amount of
freedom. In particular, groups that are strong enough to make their resentment
felt yet not strong enough to make it profitable to include their protagonists and
their programs in the governmental arrangement will in general be allowed to
have their way in minor questions or, at any rate, in questions which the Prime
Minister can be induced to consider as of minor or only sectional importance.
Thus, groups of followers or even individual members may occasionally have
the opportunity of carrying bills of their own and still more indulgence will of
course be extended to mere criticism or to failure to vote mechanically for every
government measure. But we need only look at this in a practical spirit in order
to realize, from the limits that are set to the use of this freedom, that it embodies
not the principle of the working of a parliament but deviations from it.

Second, there are cases in which the political engine fails to absorb certain
issues either because the high commands of the government’s and the
opposition’s forces do not appreciate their political values or because these
values are in fact doubtful.23 Such issues may then be taken up by outsiders
who prefer making an independent bid for power to serving in the ranks of
one of the existing parties. This of course is perfectly normal politics. But there
is another possibility. A man may feel so strongly about a particular question
that he may enter the political arena merely in order to have it solved in his
way and without harboring any wish to start in on a normal political career.

22 One of the most instructive examples by which the above can be illustrated is afforded
by the course taken by Joseph Chamberlain with respect to the Irish question in the 1880’s.
He finally outmaneuvered Gladstone, but he started the campaign while officially an ardent
adherent. And the case is exceptional only in the force and brilliance of the man. As every
political captain knows, only mediocrities can be counted on for loyalty. That is why some of
the greatest of those captains, Disraeli for instance, surrounded themselves by thoroughly
second-rate men.

23 An issue that has never been tried out is the typical instance of the first class. The typical
reasons why a government and the shadow cabinet of the opposition may tacitly agree to leave
an issue alone in spite of their realizing its potentialities are technical difficulty of handling it
and the fear that it will cause sectional difficulties.
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This however is so unusual that it is difficult to find instances of first-rank
importance of it. Perhaps Richard Cobden was one. It is true that instances
of second-rank importance are more frequent, especially instances of the
crusader type. But nobody will hold that they are anything but deviations
from standard practice.

We may sum up as follows. In observing human societies we do not as
a rule find it difficult to specify, at least in a rough commonsense manner,
the various ends that the societies under study struggle to attain. These ends
may be said to provide the rationale or meaning of corresponding
individual activities. But it does not follow that the social meaning of a
type of activity will necessarily provide the motive power, hence the
explanation of the latter. If it does not, a theory that contents itself with
an analysis of the social end or need to be served cannot be accepted as
an adequate account of the activities that serve it. For instance, the reason
why there is such a thing as economic activity is of course that people want
to eat, to clothe themselves and so on. To provide the means to satisfy
those wants is the social end or meaning of production. Nevertheless we
all agree that this proposition would make a most unrealistic starting point
for a theory of economic activity in commercial society and that we shall
do much better if we start from propositions about profits. Similarly, the
social meaning or function of parliamentary activity is no doubt to turn out
legislation and, in part, administrative measures. But in order to understand
how democratic politics serve this social end, we must start from the
competitive struggle for power and office and realize that the social
function is fulfilled, as it were, incidentally—in the same sense as
production is incidental to the making of profits.

6. Finally, as to the role of the electorate, only one additional point need
be mentioned. We have seen that the wishes of the members of a parliament
are not the ultimate data of the process that produces government. A similar
statement must be made concerning the electorate. Its choice—ideologically
glorified into the Call from the People—does not flow from its initiative but
is being shaped, and the shaping of it is an essential part of the democratic
process. Voters do not decide issues. But neither do they pick their members
of parliament from the eligible population with a perfectly open mind. In all
normal cases the initiative lies with the candidate who makes a bid for the
office of member of parliament and such local leadership as that may imply.
Voters confine themselves to accepting this bid in preference to others or
refusing to accept it. Even most of those exceptional cases in which a man
is genuinely drafted by the electors come into the same category for either
of two reasons: naturally a man need not bid for leadership if he has acquired
leadership already; or it may happen that a local leader who can control or
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influence the vote but is unable or unwilling to compete for election himself
designates another man who then may seem to have been sought out by the
voters acting on their own initiative.

But even as much of electoral initiative as acceptance of one of the
competing candidates would in itself imply is further restricted by the
existence of parties. A party is not, as classical doctrine (or Edmund Burke)
would have us believe, a group of men who intend to promote public welfare
“upon some principle on which they are all agreed.” This rationalization is
so dangerous because it is so tempting. For all parties will of course, at any
given time, provide themselves with a stock of principles or planks and these
principles or planks may be as characteristic of the party that adopts them
and as important for its success as the brands of goods a department store
sells are characteristic of it and important for its success. But the department
store cannot be defined in terms of its brands and a party cannot be defined
in terms of its principles. A party is a group whose members propose to act
in concert in the competitive struggle for political power. If that were not
so it would be impossible for different parties to adopt exactly or almost
exactly the same program. Yet this happens as everyone knows. Party and
machine politicians are simply the response to the fact that the electoral mass
is incapable of action other than a stampede, and they constitute an attempt
to regulate political competition exactly similar to the corresponding
practices of a trade association. The psycho-technics of party management
and party advertising, slogans and marching tunes, are not accessories. They
are of the essence of politics. So is the political boss.



Metamorphoses of representative
government

It is sometimes claimed that, in Western countries, political repre-
sentation is experiencing a crisis. For many years, representation
appeared to be founded on a powerful and stable relationship of
trust between voters and political parties, with the vast majority of
voters identifying themselves with, and remaining loyal to, a
particular party. Today, however, more and more people change the
way they vote from one election to the next, and opinion surveys
show an increasing number of those who refuse to identify with any
existing party. Differences between the parties once appeared to be
a reflection of social cleavages. In our day, by contrast, one gets the
impression that it is the parties imposing cleavages on society,
cleavages that observers deplore as "artificial." Each party used to
propose to the electorate a detailed program of measures which it
promised to implement if returned to power. Today, the electoral
strategies of candidates and parties are based instead on the
construction of vague images, prominently featuring the personality
of the leaders. Finally, those moving in political circles today are
distinguished from the rest of the population by their occupation,
culture, and way of life. The public scene is increasingly dominated
by media specialists, polling experts, and journalists, in which it is
hard to see a typical reflection of society. Politicians generally attain
power because of their media talents, not because they resemble
their constituents socially or are close to them. The gap between
government and society, between representatives and represented,
appears to be widening.

Over the last two centuries, representative government has under-

193



The principles of representative government

gone significant changes, notably during the second half of the
nineteenth century. The most obvious of these, the one on which
most histories of representative government concentrate, concerns
voting rights: property and culture have ceased to be represented
and suffrage has been extended. This change took place along with
another: the rise of mass-based parties. Modern representative
government was established without organized political parties.
Most of the founders of representative government even regarded
division into parties or "factions" as a threat to the system they
were establishing.1 From the second half of the nineteenth century,
however, political parties organizing the expression of the electorate
came to be viewed as a constitutive element of representative
government. Moreover, as we have seen, the founding fathers had
banned imperative mandates and the practice of "instructing"
representatives, and they clearly had a deep distrust of electoral
pledges, even of a non-binding nature. Mass parties, by contrast,
made the political platform one of the main instruments of electoral
competition.

The rise of mass parties and political programs seemed to trans-
form representation itself understood as a link between two terms -
that is to say, both the qualitative relationship between representa-
tives and represented (in the sense defined in chapter 4), and the
relationship between the wishes of the governed and the decisions
of the governors. First, rather than being drawn from the elites of
talent and wealth, as the founding fathers had wished, representa-
tive personnel seemed to consist principally of ordinary citizens
who had reached the top of their parties by dint of militant activity
and devotion to a cause. Moreover, since representatives, once
elected, remained under the control of party managers and activists,
as a result of the party's internal discipline, the autonomy pre-

1 It is sometimes thought that, whereas the English and the Americans were always
more favorably disposed to political parties, hostility toward "factions" was more
prevalent in the French political culture of the late eighteenth century. This claim
is inaccurate. Virtually all of the Anglo-American political thinkers of the same
period were opposed to party system. (See Richard Hofstadter, The Idea of a Party
System. The Rise of Legitimate Opposition in the United States 1780-1840 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1969), esp. ch. 1. Edmund Burke's praise for parties
was an exception; moreover, Burke did not have in mind parties analogous to
those which came to dominate the political scene from the second half of the
nineteenth century.
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viously enjoyed by representatives during their term appeared to be
violated. And political platforms seemed to further restrict the
freedom of action of representatives.

This is why a number of late nineteenth-century observers inter-
preted the new role played by parties and platforms as evidence of a
crisis of representation.2 The model of representative government
was then identified as "parliamentarianism" or "liberal parliamen-
tarianism." The English system as it had functioned prior to 1870,
was regarded as the most perfected form of representative govern-
ment.3 At the beginning of the twentieth century reflections on a
"crisis of parliamentarianism" multiplied.4 It gradually became
apparent, however, that if mass parties had indeed brought about
the demise of "parliamentarianism," representative government had
not been destroyed in the process; its constitutive principles, in-
cluding the partial autonomy of representatives, were still in effect.

Observers then came to realize that a new and viable form of
representation had emerged. This was not conceptualized as un-
equivocally as parliamentarianism had been, but its identification as
an internally consistent and relatively stable phenomenon was
signaled by the coining of new terms: "party government" among
Anglo-American theorists, "Parteiendemokratie" among German
authors. Each of these terms aimed at gathering under a single
heading the characteristics which distinguished the new form of
representative government from parliamentarianism.

Even though some writers initially deplored the demise of parlia-
mentarianism, the new form of representation was eventually hailed
as progress. It was definitely accepted as an advance toward
democracy, not only because of the expanded electorate but also
because of the new ways in which representatives were linked to the
electorate. Parties brought representatives closer to the grassroots,

2 See Moisey Ostrogorsky, La Democratic et Vorganisation des partis politiques, 2 vols.
(Paris: Calmann-Levy, 1903), passim, esp. Vol. I, p. 568.

3 Both the Birmingham Caucus and the National Liberal Federation, generally
regarded as the first mass based political organizations, were founded around
1870.

4 To mention only examples among the most significant and influential, see Carl
Schmitt, Die geistesgeschichtliche Lage des heutigen Parlamentarismus [1923], English
translation: The Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1988), and Gerhard Leibholz, Das Wesen der Reprdsentation [1929] (Berlin: Walter
de Gruyter, 1966).
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making possible the nomination of candidates whose social position,
way of life, and concerns were close to those of the rank and file.
These changes were interpreted as progress towards greater demo-
cratic identity and resemblance between governors and governed.5

Moreover, since election platforms enabled voters to choose the
direction of the government, and since, furthermore, party organiza-
tions exercised continuous control over their members in Parlia-
ment, it was felt that "party democracy" enhanced the role of the
popular will in the conduct of public affairs.6 When it became clear
that mass parties had not undermined representative institutions,
the changes that at first had seemed to threaten representation were
reinterpreted as rendering it more democratic. Representative gov-
ernment seemed to be moving toward an identity of representatives
and the represented, and toward popular rule. Ceasing to dwell on
how far the system had traveled, commentators looked rather
towards the future. Representative government may not have been
democratic from the beginning, but now it seemed that it would
increasingly become so. Democracy was on the horizon. This
progress towards democracy was interpreted as an extension of
Whig history, or in a Tocquevillian mode, as a step in the irresistible
advance of equality and popular government only imperfectly
implemented by liberal parliamentarianism.

A curious symmetry thus emerges between the present situation
and that of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Now,
as then, the idea is gaining currency that representation is in a state
of crisis. This parallel prompts the hypothesis that we are witnessing
today perhaps less a crisis of political representation than a crisis of
a particular form of representation, namely the one established in
the wake of mass parties. Is it possible that the various develop-
ments affecting representation today signal the emergence of a third
form of representative government, one that possesses as much
internal coherence as parliamentarianism and party democracy?

It is even more curious that today's alleged crisis of representation
is commonly ascribed to the erosion of the very features that

5 See chapters 3 and 4 on the significance of these notions of democratic identity
and resemblance.

6 The term "party democracy" is mine; it is coined as a combination of the English
"party government" and the German "Parteiendemokratie."
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differentiated party democracy from parliamentarianism. These
were the features that seemed to bring representative government
closer to popular rule, namely the identification of voters with
particular parties and their representatives in Parliament, and the
choice of representatives on the basis of platforms. It was believed
that the type of representation constitutive of representative govern-
ment at its origins had been forever superseded. The role of mass
parties and platforms seemed to be the consequence of extended
rights of suffrage, and since it did not appear likely that universal
suffrage would be challenged in the future, it was felt that the nature
of representation had been irreversibly altered. Current develop-
ments suggest that such a prognosis may have been incorrect. The
changes wrought by party democracy were perhaps less funda-
mental than was supposed. We must, then, take a closer look at the
turn associated with party democracy and compare it with the
changes occurring today. The history of representative government
presents perhaps a sequence of three forms separated by two breaks.

In this chapter, we shall examine the metamorphoses of represen-
tative government in the light of the four principles identified in
previous chapters: election of representatives at regular intervals,
the partial independence of representatives, freedom of public
opinion, and the making of decisions after trial by discussion. At no
time have those principles ceased to apply. So let us analyse and
compare the successive ways in which they were implemented.

One thing needs to be made clear, however, with regard to the
fourth principle (trial by discussion). Studying the successive forms
of public discussion throughout the history of representative gov-
ernment does pose a problem not encountered in the case of the first
three principles. The election of representatives at regular intervals,
the relative freedom of action that they enjoy, or the free expression
of political opinions are easily identified and defined. The notion of
discussion is more elusive, the phenomena it denotes harder to pin
down. The problem is further complicated by the fact (already
noted) that the earliest advocates of representative government did
little to develop the notion, even if they did make use of it. In their
reflections on debate within the assembly, they did not appear to
speak of just any type of verbal exchange. Sieves and Burke, for
example, expected discussion to facilitate agreement and produce
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"insights" through the exchange of "arguments" and "reasons."
But that merely shifts the problem to the notions of insights,
arguments, and reasons, which lend themselves to a variety of
interpretations. So if we want to study the changes public discussion
has gone through, we cannot avoid providing a definition.

In the following pages, then, "discussion" will be understood as
meaning a type of communication in which at least one of the
parties (a) seeks to bring about a change in the other party's
position, and (b) does so using propositions that are impersonal or
relate to the long-term future.

The first characteristic denotes the element of persuasion that
political discussion must include if it is to perform its essential
function of generating consent, particularly the consent of a ma-
jority. Only persuasive discourse seeking to change the opinion of
others is in fact capable of eliciting the consent of a majority where,
at the outset, there is nothing but a large number of divergent
opinions. This first characteristic distinguishes discussion from
types of verbal communication in which interlocutors do not seek to
persuade each other - for example, when individuals exchange
information or, as lawyers in a courtroom, appear to reply to each
other, while in fact attempting to persuade a third party.

The second characteristic (the use of impersonal or long-term
propositions) corresponds to the rational, argumentative dimension
of discussion. This distinguishes discussion from what one might
call haggling, in which the participants seek to change each other's
positions through rewards or threats affecting each other's im-
mediate personal interests.7 For example, we call it haggling, not
discussion, when one party seeks to change the other's mind by
offering money, goods, or services in exchange.

The distinction between haggling and discussion enables us to
clarify the rational nature of discussion without recourse to the
exacting category of "disinterested discussion."8 To capture the
7 I use the term "haggling," despite its shortcomings, to distinguish what is meant

here from the notion of "bargaining/7 as it has been elaborated in "bargaining
theory." The standard concept of bargaining implies the use of threats and
rewards, but it does not make reference either to their individual nature or to their
immediacy. On the distinction between discussion and bargaining, see, for
example, J. Elster, "Argumenter et negocier dans deux assemblees constituantes,"
in Revue Frangaise de Science Politique, Vol. 44, No. 2, April 1994, pp. 187-256.

8 In a sense, any kind of sensible, comprehensible communication necessarily
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argumentative dimension of discussion deemed integral to repre-
sentative government, one might be tempted to reserve the term
"discussion" for wholly disinterested exchanges in which interlocu-
tors seek to persuade each other to adopt a position purely on the
grounds that it is true or conforms to moral norms. "Disinterested
discussion" is doubtless an apt and fruitful concept from a general
philosophic point of view, but in politics it constitutes only an
extreme situation. To seek to make it a central category in an
analysis of representative government would be an angelisme.

The notion of haggling is more useful for purposes of political
analysis because it distinguishes among forms of interested commu-
nication, which provide the staple of politics. There is a difference
between haggling, in which one party promises another that, should
he adopt a certain position, a reward or penalty will incur, and
discussion in which one party also appeals to the other's self-
interest, but in this case, by showing him that, should he adopt a
position, some advantage or harm will result for the group to which
he belongs, or to himself personally but over the long run.

Haggling uses propositions addressing the other party as an
individual, and as he is at the moment he is addressed. Discussion,
on the other hand, uses impersonal and general propositions
concerning classes of individuals, or propositions bearing on the
long term.9 In order to formulate such propositions, the speaker

involves reason. But when the founders of representative government thought
about the type of exchange to which that system should assign a crucial role, they
obviously had in mind a kind of communication that appealed to reason in a
preeminent way. It is the nature of this preeminent use of reason that needs to be
defined and made operative in order to study the successive forms of discussion
in representative government.

9 The characteristics of generality and long-term relevance may of course be
combined. Political actors often seek to persuade by highlighting the benefits that
classes or groups will enjoy in the long term. In the description of discussion given
here (the use of impersonal propositions or ones that relate to the long term), the
"or" is not exclusive; it merely reflects the fact that it is possible to use
propositions that relate to classes but not in the long term. For instance, it might
be argued that, if a certain decision is made a class will obtain an immediate
benefit. In haggling, on the other hand, the characteristics of individuality and
immediacy seem more rarely separated. When someone is personally offered a
reward to make a political decision, the offer nearly always relates to the present
or near future. This is because it is only with great difficulty that long-term
rewards can be made the object of offers in the strict sense of the term (see below).
This accounts for the lack of symmetry between the definition of haggling (using
propositions that are personal and bear on the short term) and that of discussion
(using general or long-term propositions).
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must engage in classification and abstraction. He must associate
people according to traits he deems relevant, instead of viewing
them as concrete individuals. Or he must form an idea of their
lasting identity, beyond their immediate transient characteristics.
Symmetrically, the person to whom the speech is addressed has to
make a mental detour in order to conceive what he stands to gain;
he needs to see himself not as a concrete, named individual (which
is his immediate perception of himself) but as a member of a class.
Or, he must detach himself from his present identity to form an idea
of his future identity. It follows that this type of communication
requires both parties to detach themselves from the singular and the
immediate in order to attain the general and durable. This calls for
reason.

Moreover, in haggling, the proposition that indicates to the other
party that he will obtain some benefit has the specific linguistic
status of an offer, or a threat. The actualization of its content (benefit
or loss) is certain, as soon as the proposition has been uttered, or at
least this actualization depends solely on the will of whoever
formulated the proposition. The same cannot be true (barring
exceptional circumstances) when the propositions announcing a
gain or loss for the other party are general and impersonal, or bear
on the long term. Usually a person cannot offer a reward (or make a
threat) to whole classes, since to do so, he would have to have at his
disposal an inordinate amount of resources - the more substantial,
indeed, the larger the class he makes the offer or the threat to. In this
case, then, the proposition announcing the gain or loss at least
partially assumes the character of a prediction, the realization of
which does not depend solely on the will of the person uttering the
proposition but also on external factors, such as the cooperation of a
large number of other people or, more generally, social and
economic forces. The same reasoning applies to propositions an-
nouncing a long-term benefit for the other party: the more distant
the point in time to which such propositions refer, the more they
constitute predictions, since the passage of time increases the prob-
ability of intervening events. And clearly, this predictive quality is
even stronger if the propositions concern both classes and the longer
term.

But to make predictions without exposing oneself to being refuted
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by the facts, one has a strong incentive to analyse the world and
understand the way it works. One is pushed to know, for one
cannot merely will. In this sense too, then, communication that uses
general or long-term propositions calls for the use of reason. Reason
being this time distinguished from volition, rather than from im-
mediate perception. The predictive dimension inherent in the com-
munication that announces general or long-term benefits gives rise
to its persistent character. The speaker multiplies arguments to
show that the benefit will materialize, because he cannot simply offer
that benefit. When a person is offered a good in exchange for
something, either that person accepts the offer and the communica-
tion ends, or that person rejects it and a different offer has to be
made. One does not pile up arguments to get the other's agreement.
The two sides haggle until they agree on a price; they do not
"argue/'

The personal offering of money, goods, or services in exchange for
political action is widespread, as the familiar phenomena of corrup-
tion and patronage attest. So, the concept of haggling introduced
here is not simply an intellectual construct designed to contrast the
notion of discussion. The definition of discussion as communication
aimed at bringing about a change of mind through the use of
impersonal or long-term propositions is only of an ideal-type. It can
sometimes be difficult to determine whether a situation falls on one
side or the other of the definitional boundary. For example, informa-
tion is occasionally provided with the intention of changing the
other party's opinion, and it will then be hard to tell whether the
situation is one of persuasive communication or not. Similarly, it
may sometimes be difficult to decide whether a proposition is
impersonal or not. On which side of the line between haggling and
discussion are we to place the situation where one person seeks to
persuade another by offering rewards for the other's relatives or
friends? Applying the distinction between short term and long term
can also, on occasion, give rise to similar problems. Nevertheless,
the concept of discussion retains a certain utility, making it possible
to classify concrete situations according to how closely they approx-
imate it.

The definition set out here does purport to capture an eternal and
universal essence of discussion. The claim is not even that it is
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always appropriate to use the word ''discussion" as defined here.
The definition that has been proposed is largely stipulative (in
particular, it would be possible to draw the boundaries differently).
But this is not an obstacle, given the objective here, which is to study
the transformation of the phenomena covered by our definition.

In the following pages, three ideal-types of representative gov-
ernment will be constructed and compared: parliamentarianism,
party democracy, and a third type that, for reasons that analysis
will bring out, I shall call "audience" democracy.10 These ideal-
types are deliberately schematic; they are not meant to provide an
exhaustive description of every form of representative government
but to allow comparison between the forms assumed by the four
key principles of representation in each case. The three ideal-types
do not cover all the possible forms of political representation or
even all the forms it has actually taken. These ideal-types will be
examined only in the light of the kind of representation - that is to
say, the kind of relationship between representatives and repre-
sented - they contain. The extent of the franchise and the size of
the population represented will deliberately be left out. At a given
point in time and in a given country, the various forms of political
representation that are analysed here may coexist and fuse into one
another, but, depending on the time and place, one form or another
predominates.

PARLIAMENTARIANISM

Election of representatives

Election was devised as a means of placing in government persons
who enjoyed the confidence of their fellow citizens. At the origins of
representative government this confidence derived from particular
circumstances: the successful candidates were individuals who
inspired the trust of their constituents as a result of their network of
local connections, their social prominence, or by the deference they
provoked.

In parliamentarianism, the relation of trust has an essentially

10 See the figure on p. 235 below.
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personal character. It is through individuality that the candidate
inspires confidence, and not through his connections with other
representatives or with political organizations. The representative
has a direct relationship with constituents; he is elected by people
with whom he comes into frequent contact. Besides, election
appears to be the reflection and expression of non-political interac-
tion. This trust stems from the fact that representatives belong to the
same social community as their electors, whether that community is
defined geographically (constituency, town or city, county) or in
terms of more general "interests" (what Burke called the "great
interests of the realm": landed, commercial, manufacturing etc.).
Relations of local proximity or membership in one of these great
interests are the spontaneous result of social ties and interactions.
They are not generated by political competition. Rather they consti-
tute preexisting resources that politicians mobilize in their struggle
for political power. At the same time, representatives have achieved
prominence in the community by virtue of their character, wealth,
or occupation. Election selects a particular type of elite: the notables.
Representative government began as the rule of the notable.

Partial autonomy of representatives

Each elected representative is free to vote according to his con-
science and personal judgment. It is not part of his role to transmit a
political will already formed outside the walls of Parliament. He is
not the spokesman of his electors, but their "trustee." This is the
concept of the representative formulated by Burke in his famous
"Speech to the Electors of Bristol." On this point his speech reflects
the most widely accepted view of his time.11 And the idea continued
to prevail throughout the first half of the nineteenth century. The
period from the First Reform Bill (1832) to the Second (1867) has

11 See Edmund Burke, "Speech to the Electors of Bristol" [1774], in R. J. S. Hoffmann
and P. Lavack (eds.), Burke's Politics, Selected Writings and Speeches, (New York:
A. A. Knopf, 1949), pp. 114-16. On the fact that Burke's formulations reflected the
generally accepted view of the role of the representative, see J. R. Pole, Political
Representation in England and the Origins of the American Republic (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1966), p. 441 but also pp. 412, 419, 432. Blackstone
supports a similar point of view in Commentaries on the Laws of England [1765-9],
Bk. I, ch. 2, (facsimile of the 1st edn, 4 vols., Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1979), Vol. I, p. 155.
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even been called "the golden age of the private MP (Member of
Parliament)/' in other words the representative whose vote is
dictated by his private convictions, and not by any commitments
made outside Parliament.12 One may view the House of Commons
from the end of the Napoleonic Wars to the Second Reform Bill as
the archetype of parliamentarianism. The political independence of
the individual representative is due in part to his owing his seat to
non-political factors such as his local standing.

Freedom of public opinion

The first half of the nineteenth century saw a proliferation of extra-
parliamentary movements (e.g. Chartism, Catholic rights, Parlia-
mentary reform, Corn Law repeal), which organized demonstra-
tions, petitions, and press campaigns.13 However, the cleavages
reflected by these movements cut across party lines. The expression
of public opinion differed from the election of representatives not
only in its constitutional status - only the latter had legally binding
consequences - but also in its aims. Some issues, such as freedom of
religion, the reform of Parliament, and free trade, were neither
raised during election campaigns nor settled by election results.
They were brought to the fore rather by ad hoc organizations and
settled through external pressure on Parliament. Differences might
exist between representative and representative, but the splits that
divided Parliament did not coincide with those dividing the country
on these issues.

The difference in aims which separates the election of representa-
tives from the expression of public opinion was due not only to the
restricted franchise, but also to the character of parliamentarianism.
For if elections select individuals on the basis of the personal
confidence they inspire, the opinions of the citizenry on political
issues and policies must find another outlet. The electorate do not
always have such opinions; this may occur only in situations of
crisis. Such a possibility is nonetheless implied by the principle of
freedom of public opinion. And the structure of parliamentarianism

12 See S. Beer, British Modern Politics: Parties and Pressure Groups in the Collectivist Age
[1965] (London: Faber & Faber, 1982), pp. 37-40.

13 See Beer, British Modern Politics, pp. 43-8.
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entails that if the people do hold such opinions, they must be
expressed outside elections.

Thus, in this form of representative government, freedom of
public opinion gives rise to the possibility of a gap opening up
between public opinion and Parliament. One could say, to use a
spatial metaphor, that the possibility exists of a horizontal split
between the higher will (that of Parliament as a whole) and the
lower will (that which is expressed in the streets, in petitions, and in
the columns of the press). The underlying structure of this config-
uration is revealed most dramatically when the voice of the crowd
outside the Parliament expresses concerns shared by no one inside
it. The most perceptive observers have noted that the possibility of
such a confrontation between Parliament and the voice of the
people, however threatening it may be to public order, is essential to
parliamentarianism. In analysing the functioning of English parlia-
mentarianism before the formation of mass-based parties Ostro-
gorsky wrote:

Outside elections, where it formally holds court, public opinion is
supposed to provide members of parliament and their leaders with a
steady source of inspiration and at the same time to exercise contin-
uous control over them. By manifesting itself independently of any
constitutional avenue, this dual power imposes itself and carries the
day ... However, for this power of opinion (which is of an eminently
elusive and fluctuating nature) to make itself felt, it must be comple-
tely free to emerge in its various irregular forms and go straight to the
doors of parliament.14

But when the crowd is physically present in the streets, con-
fronting Parliament, the risk of disorder and violence increases. This
form of representative government is characterized by the fact that
freedom of public opinion appears inseparable from a certain risk to
public order.

Trial by discussion

Since representatives are not bound by the wishes of those who elect
them, Parliament can be a deliberating body in the fullest sense -
that is to say, a place where individuals form their wills through

14 Ostrogorsky, La Democratie, Vol. I, p. 573 (my emphasis).
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discussion and where the consent of a majority is reached through
the exchange of arguments. A discussion can produce agreement
among participants with divergent opinions at the outset only if
they are in a position to change their minds during the course of
exchange. In circumstances where such a change is not possible,
discussion cannot serve to build the consent of a majority. And it
makes no difference whether participants exchange verbal remarks
or not: there is no genuine discussion taking place. The possibility of
participants changing their minds is a necessary (even if not
sufficient) condition of persuasive discussion. It is precisely in order
to enable meaningful deliberation within Parliament that, in parlia-
mentarianism, representatives are not bound by the wishes of their
constituents. In England during the first half of the nineteenth
century, the dominant belief was that MPs ought to vote according
the conclusions they arrived at through parliamentary debate, not
according to decisions made beforehand outside Parliament. Even if
practice did not always conform to this model, such at least was the
principle subscribed to by most candidates and members of Parlia-
ment. In any case, the freedom of the elected representative can be
seen in the continually changing cleavages and groupings among
representatives.15

PARTY DEMOCRACY

Election of representatives

The enlarged electorate resulting from the extension of the suffrage
is precluded from a personal relationship with its representatives.
Citizens no longer vote for someone they know personally, but for
someone who bears the colors of a party. Political parties, with their
bureaucracies and networks of party workers, were established in
order to mobilize the enlarged electorate.

When mass parties were formed, it was believed that they would
bring the "common man" into office. The rise of such parties, it
seemed, signaled not only the "demise of the notable," but also the
end of the elitism that had characterized parliamentarianism. In
15 This feature of parliamentarianism still survives today in the United States

Congress.
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countries where mass parties reflected class divisions, it was
expected that through the socialist or social democratic party the
working class would henceforth be represented in Parliament by its
own members, ordinary workers. Robert Michels's analysis of the
German Social Democratic Party, however, soon belied these
expectations.16

Michels exposed (and bitterly denounced) the gap between
leaders and rank and file in a paradigmatic mass and class party. He
demonstrated that, while the leaders and deputies of the party may
have a working-class background, they lead in effect a petty
bourgeois rather than a proletarian life. Michels argued not only
that the leaders and deputies of the working-class party became
different once they had reached their positions of power, but also
that they originally were different. The party, according to Michels,
furnishes an opportunity "to the most intelligent members [of the
working class] to secure a rise in the social scale," and elevates
"some of the most capable and best informed" proletarians.17 At the
dawn of the capitalist era, these "more intelligent and more ambi-
tious" workers would have become small entrepreneurs, whereas
now they become party bureaucrats.18 The party is thus dominated
by "de-proletarianized" elites, markedly distinct from the working
class. These elites, however, rise to power on the basis of specific
qualities and talents, namely activism and organizational skill.

Michels's analysis deserves particular attention on two counts.
First, the vehemence with which he denounces as undemocratic,
"aristocratic," or "oligarchic" the difference in status and living
conditions between the party's grassroots and its leaders testifies to
the enduring attractiveness of the ideal of resemblance and close-
ness between rulers and ruled, more than a century after the
argument between the American Federalists and Anti-Federalists. In
the early years of the twentieth century, democracy was still being
identified with a form of power in which leaders should resemble
those they lead in their circumstances and characteristics, even
though collective action requires functional differentiation between

16 Robert Michels, Political Parties: A Sociological Study of the Oligarchical Tendencies of
Modern Democracy [1911], trans. E. & C. Paul (New York: Free Press, 1962); see esp.
part IV, "Social analysis of leadership/'

17 Michels, Political Parties, pp. 263-4. 18 Ibid., pp. 258-9.
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them. Furthermore, Michels's attachment to the ideal of resemblance
was not an isolated case. The attractiveness of that ideal may also be
seen in a document that, half a century earlier, had played a crucial
role in French politics. The "Manifesto of the Sixty" (Manifeste des
Soixante), published by a group of Parisian workers in 1864, criti-
cized the view of representation then prevalent in Republican
circles. The "Sixty" complained that there were no working-class
candidates. The Republicans had assured workers of their sympathy
and promised to defend their interests, but the Sixty replied that
they wanted to be represented in Parliament "by workers like
themselves."19

Second (returning to Michels), his study demonstrates that, when
representative government comes to be dominated by mass parties,
its elitist character does not disappear; rather a new type of elite
arises. The distinctive qualities of the representatives are no longer
local standing and social prominence, but activism and organiza-
tional skill. Admittedly, voters do not elect their representatives
directly on this basis, these qualities get selected by the party
machine. But in voting for candidates put forth by the party, electors
consent to, and ratify the use of such criteria. Party democracy is the
rule of the activist and the party bureaucrat.

In party democracy, the people vote for a party rather than for a
person. This is evidenced by the notable phenomenon of electoral
stability. Out of a long succession of party candidates, voters
continue to choose those of the same party. Not only do individuals
tend to vote constantly for the same party, but party preferences are
handed down from generation to generation: children vote as their
parents did, and the inhabitants of a geographic area vote for the
same party over decades. Andre Siegfried, one of the first to
document electoral stability, spoke of "climates of opinion" peculiar
to certain places. Electoral stability, a major discovery of political
science at the turn of the century, has been corroborated by count-

19 P. Rosanvallon, La question syndicate (Paris: Calmann-Levy, 1988), p. 204. Proudhon
published a lengthy commentary on the manifesto in a work entitled De la capacite
politique des classes ouvrieres [1873] (Paris: Marcel Riviere, 1942). The text of the
manifesto is given as an appendix to that edition of Proudhon's book. According
to Rosanvallon, the manifesto "marked a turning-point in French political and
social culture, and must be considered one of the most important political texts in
nineteenth-century France" (La question syndicate, p. 204).
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less studies up to the 1970s.20 However, electoral stability removes
one of the bases of parliamentarianism: an election is no longer the
choice of a person whom the voters personally know and trust. In
some quarters the disintegration of this personal link was inter-
preted as a sign of a crisis in political representation.

Electoral stability results to a large extent from the determination
of political preferences by socio-economic factors. In party democ-
racy electoral cleavages reflect class divisions. Although the influence
of socio-economic factors can be found in all democratic countries
during the first half of the twentieth century, it is especially notice-
able in countries where one of the major parties was formed as and
regarded to be the political expression of the working class. Socialist
or social democratic parties are generally considered the archetype
of the mass-based party that has become a linchpin of representative
democracy since the late nineteenth century.21 Thus, it is in countries
where social democratic parties are strong that one finds, in its
purest form, the type of representation that is generated by stable
party loyalties reflecting class divisions.22

For decades in Germany, England, Austria, and Sweden, voting
was a means of expressing a class identity. For most socialist or
social democratic voters, the vote they cast was not a matter of
choice, but of social identity and destiny.23 Voters placed their trust
in the candidates presented by "the party" because they saw them
as members of the community to which they felt they belonged
themselves. Society seemed to be divided by fundamental cultural
and economic differences into a small number of camps, usually
into just two: a conservative camp, which was generally united by

2 0 To men t ion only a few p rominen t w o r k s in tha t area, see: A. Siegfried, Tableau
politique de la France de VOuest sous la III Republique (Paris: Armand Colin, 1913);
B. Berelson, P. Lazarsfeld, and W. McPhee, Voting (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1954); A. Campbell, P. E. Converse, W. E. Miller, and D. E. Stokes, The
American Voter (New York: Wiley, 1964).

21 This is particularly true since Michels's study of the German Social Democratic
Party.

2 2 The C o m m u n i s t par t ies in certain democrat ic countr ies (France and Italy, for
instance) in a sense fall into the same model. However, their place in the operation
of representative democracy being more complex and problematic, the form of
representation induced appears less clearly in their case.

2 3 The analyses of Alessandro P izzorno on vo t ing as a n expression of identi ty are
part icular ly relevant to pa r ty democracy. See A. P izzorno , " O n the rationali ty of
democra t ic cho ice / ' Telos, Vol. 63, Spr ing 1985, p p . 41-69.
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religion and traditional values, and a socialist camp, defined by the
socio-economic position of its members.24 A voter would find
himself bound by all his interests and all his beliefs to the same
camp. Each camp was a community, united from top to bottom by
powerful links of identification.

In such a situation, representation becomes primarily a reflection
of the social structure. Originally only one component of representa-
tion, reflection of social diversity, comes to predominate in this form
of representative government. However, the social forces that
express themselves through elections are in conflict with one
another. As in parliamentarianism, elections reflect a social reality
that is prior to politics. But whereas the local communities or the
"great interests" which expressed themselves in the case of parlia-
mentarianism were not necessarily in conflict, here social conflict
assumes critical importance. While the inventors of representation
had considered the plural character of representative bodies as one
of their virtues, they had never imagined that this pluralism might
become the reflection of a fundamental and lasting social conflict.
This metamorphosis of representation resulted from industrializa-
tion and the conflict it engendered.

In this form of representation, a sense of membership and social
identity determines electoral attitudes much more than adherence to
party platforms. The mass parties formed at the end of the nine-
teenth century certainly proposed detailed platforms and cam-
paigned on them. In this regard, they were markedly different from
the parties that existed before. However, the greater part of the
electorate had no detailed idea of the measures proposed. Even
when voters knew of the existence of such platforms, what they
retained was primarily vague and attention-grabbing slogans em-
phasized in the electoral campaign. Albeit for quite different
reasons, the supporters of mass parties did not know much more
about the precise policies advocated by those for whom they voted
than did electors in parliamentarianism, when they chose a person
in whom they placed their trust. Knowledge of the policies to be
pursued was no doubt greater than under parliamentarianism; the
existence of platforms certainly made this possible. Nevertheless, in
24 In Austria, the term "camp mentality" (Lagermentalitat) was used to characterize

the political culture of the country between the two world wars.
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party democracy the confidence of voters is not awarded principally
because of the measures proposed, but flows instead from a feeling
of belonging and a sense of identification. Platforms have another
effect and serve another purpose: they help mobilize the enthusiasm
and energy of activists and party bureaucrats who do know about
them. In party democracy, as in parliamentarianism, election
remains an expression of trust rather than a choice of specific
political measures. It is only the object of that trust that is different:
it is no longer a person, but an organization - the party.

Partial autonomy of representatives

The representative, deputy, or Member of Parliament is no longer
free to vote according to his own conscience and judgment: he is
bound by the party to which he owes his election. As Karl Kautsky,
for example, one of the German Social Democratic Party's most
prestigious leaders, wrote: "The Social Democrat deputy as such is
not a free individual - however harsh this may sound - but simply
the delegate (Beauftragte) of his party."25 The member of the
working class sitting in Parliament is a mere spokesman for his
party. This view translates into effective practices employed in all
countries where social democracy is strong: strict voting discipline
within Parliament, and control by the party apparatus over the
deputies. Hans Kelsen, whose political writings express in exemp-
lary fashion the principles of party democracy, proposed various
measures aimed at giving parties effective control over their elected
representatives: that representatives be forced to resign should they
leave the party, and that parties be able to dismiss representatives.26

25 Karl Kautsky , Der Parlamentarismus, die Volksgesetzgebung und die Sozialdemokratie
(Stuttgart: Dietz Verlag, 1893), p . 111. O n the subject of the Marxist cri t ique of
representat ion a n d its acceptance in a reoriented form by the leaders of the social
democrat ic par t ies , see A. Bergounioux a n d B. Manin , La social-democratie ou le
compromis (Paris: Presses Universitaires d e France, 1979), chs. I a n d III.

26 H. Kelsen, Vom Wesen und Wert der Demokratie [1929] (Aalen: Scientia Verlag,
1981), p p . 42-3 . Accord ing to Kelsen, " i t is illusion or hypocr isy to main ta in tha t
democracy is possible w i thou t political p a r t i e s / ' a n d "democracy is necessarily
a n d inevitably pa r ty gove rnmen t [Parteienstaat]" (ibid., p . 20). Kelsen w a s consid-
ered to be close to the Austrian Socialist Party. He played an important part in
drafting the Constitution of the First Republic, particularly with regard to the
creation of the constitutional court. He was appointed a life member of that court
but had to leave Austria following anti-Semitic campaigns. His political and legal
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Parliament then becomes an instrument that measures and regis-
ters the relative forces of clashing social interests. It is worth noting,
moreover, that, with the exception of Britain, the countries where
social democracy is powerful (Germany, Austria, Sweden) usually
practice proportional representation, that is, an electoral system
which has the effect of reflecting the precise state of the balance of
forces within the electorate. Kelsen considers proportional represen-
tation to be necessary "in order for the effective situation of interests
to be reflected" in the composition of Parliament.27 However, in a
society in which the central political authority reflects, with
minimal distortion, the balance of forces between opposing inter-
ests, each of which is solidly unified, there is a risk of violent
confrontation.28 Since individual voters are attached to a particular
camp by all their interests and beliefs, if one camp carries the day,
the opposing camp are subject to total defeat extending into every
area of their existence: they may, therefore, prefer to resort to arms.
Electoral stability even increases this risk; the minority has little
hope of seeing the situation reversed in the near future. In one
sense, party democracy thus maximizes the risk of open confronta-
tion. But the very raising of the stakes also creates an incentive for
the parties to avoid that outcome. Furthermore, since the balance of
social forces is directly reflected in election results, neither protago-
nist can be under any illusion as to the enemy's strength. In general,
the more political actors are unaware of the resistance they will
meet (they usually tend to underestimate it), the more inclined they
will be to make risky moves. Party democracy brings political
forces face to face, both with each other and with the prospect of
civil war.

In order to avoid the risk of violent confrontation, the majority
camp has only one solution: to strike a compromise with the
minority, that is, to refrain from subjecting it unreservedly to its
will. Party democracy is a viable form of government only if the

thought exercised a w i d e influence over social democrat ic leaders, bo th in Austria
a n d Germany. Kautsky frequently refers to him.

27 Kelsen, Vom Wesen und Wert, p. 61.
28 Note that, for Kelsen, polarization into two "camps" is a necessary condition if

democracy is to function. The central opposition dissolves the oppositions within
each camp and is thus an integrating factor (Vom Wesen und Wert, p. 56). However,
Kelsen sees polarization as characteristic of politics; for him, it results from the
principle of majority rule.
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opposing interests deliberately accept the principle of political
compromise, since there is nothing to temper their opposition in the
social sphere. Kelsen makes the principle of compromise the key-
stone of his theory of democracy, though he fails to explain what
motivates protagonists to reach compromises.29 Historically, social
democratic parties came to power and managed to remain in power
only after they had accepted the principle of compromise. They
generally signaled such acceptance in symbolic fashion by adopting
a strategy of coalition when they first acceded to government. By
forming a coalition, a party puts itself deliberately in a position of
not being able to carry out all its plans. It chooses from the outset to
leave room for a will other than its own.30 Moreover, proportional
representation encourages strategies of coalition by rarely producing
an overall majority in Parliament.

But if party democracy is based on compromise, parties have to
be at liberty not to implement all their plans once in office. In order
to be able to reach compromises or form coalitions, parties must
reserve room to maneuver after the election. Such freedom of action
is facilitated by the fact that, when voting, people express their trust
in a party and leave things to it. To be sure, a party is to some extent
bound by its platform, since it had publicly committed itself to a
certain policy. Moreover, party activists have been mobilized
around it. Thus, the party leadership has some incentive to act in
accordance with the general orientation of the platform. Nonetheless
if the party is to arrive at a compromise with the opposition or with
its allies (likewise publicly committed to platforms), the party
leadership must remain the sole judge of the extent to which the
program will be implemented. It must retain the freedom not to
carry out all the measures promised in the manifesto.

This explains why, despite the importance that programs assume
in this context, party democracy does not de facto (let alone de jure)
abolish the partial independence of those in power from voters'

2 9 See Kelsen, Vom Wesen und Wert, p p . 53-68 . Kelsen 's texts o n the subject often g ive
the impression that compromise results from the goodwill of the protagonists.

3 0 O n social democracy , the principle of del iberate compromise , a n d coalition
strategy, see B. Martin, "Democra t ic , p lura l i sme, l iberal isme," in A. Bergounioux
and B. Manin , Le regime social-democrate (Paris: Presses Universi taires d e France,
1989), p p . 23-55.
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wishes.31 It is not, in this sense, the indirect form of popular
government. In the original form of parliamentarianism, it is the
individual representative who enjoys freedom of judgment and
decision-making. Here, although this freedom of the individual
representative no longer exists, the partial independence of those
who govern has undergone a shift within the institutional structure
of representative government, becoming the prerogative of the
group formed by the representatives (i.e. the parliamentary party)
and the party leadership. It also takes a different form: it no longer
signifies freedom pure and simple for representatives to act as they
see fit, but the freedom to decide how far to go in putting into
practice a prearranged plan, to choose, within the parameters of that
plan, what can and should be achieved.

This room for maneuver within set limits also appears in the
relationship between the party itself and its parliamentary expres-
sion. It is worth noting, for example, that, to regulate the relation-
ship between the annual party conference and the parliamentary
party, in 1907 the British Labour Party adopted the following
motion: "That resolutions instructing the Parliamentary Party as to
their actions in the House of Commons be taken as the opinions
of the Conference, on the understanding that the time and method
of giving effect to these instructions be left to the party in the
House, in conjunction with the National Executive/' In the words
of Keir Hardie, a member of the party leadership, the resolution
amounted to giving the parliamentary party and the party leader-
ship the power to decide "which questions should have priority/'32

In light of the fact that the party would not remain in office for
ever, this power of setting priorities within a predetermined frame-
work conferred a far from negligible autonomy on the party
leadership.

31 In spite of his emphasis on the principle of compromise, Kelsen does not mention
that political parties who campaigned on different platforms must necessarily
retain some discretion if a compromise is to be reached between majority and
opposition or among the members of a coalition. This is because his concept of
compromise is insufficiently precise. Kelsen fails to see that compromise implies a
gap between the originally formulated intention and the action eventually under-
taken.

32 These t w o quo ta t ions a re r e p r o d u c e d from Beer, British Modern Politics, p . 118 (my
emphasis).
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Freedom of public opinion

In party democracy, parties organize both the electoral competition
and the expression of public opinion (demonstrations, petitions,
press campaigns). All expressions of public opinion are structured
along partisan cleavages. The various associations and the press are
associated with one of the parties. The existence of a partisan press
is particularly important. Well-informed citizens, those most inter-
ested in politics and opinion leaders, get their information from a
politically oriented press; they are little exposed to opposing views,
which reinforces the stability of political opinions. Since the parties
dominate both the electoral scene and the articulation of political
opinions outside the vote, cleavages of public opinion coincide with
electoral cleavages. The election of representatives and the expres-
sion of public opinion no longer differ in their aims, as they did in
parliamentarianism, but only in their constitutional status. Ostro-
gorsky characterized mass parties as "integral associations": a
person who supports a party "completely gives himself over to it" -
that is to say, he adopts all the party's positions, whatever the
subject.33 In his analysis of the Weimar Republic, Schmitt described
the consequences of this tendency towards integrality. He noted
that:

The extension [of politics] to every sphere of human life, removal of
the separations and neutralizations of different domains such as
religion, economics, and culture, in a word ... the tendency towards
"totalization" is to a large extent realized for a segment of the
citizenry by networks of social organizations. The result is that, while
we certainly do not have a total state, we do have partisan social
institutions that tend toward totalization and organize their troops
from the youngest age, each of them ... offering a "complete cultural
program."34

Since, within each camp, all means of expression are directly or
indirectly controlled by the party leadership, ordinary citizens
cannot speak for themselves. They have no voice other than that of
the party and its affiliated organizations, which also finds expres-
sion in Parliament. Such a situation would seem to violate the

33 See Ostrogorsky, La Democratic, Vol. II, p . 621.
34 Carl Schmitt, Der Hitter der Verfassung (Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1931), pp . 83-4.
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principle of representative government that public opinion can
express itself outside the control of those who govern.

Schmitt's formulations, however, help clarify why this is not the
case. Each camp certainly speaks with a single voice; its parliamen-
tary and extra-parliamentary voices exactly coincide, but there is
more than one camp, and they do not all participate in government.
The governing authority is no longer, as in parliamentarianism, the
entire Parliament; it is the majority party or a coalition. Party
democracy is the age of party government. This means, however,
that there is something that the party in power does not control,
namely the opposition party and its voice. Thus, an opinion different
from that of the governors can freely express itself, even though, in
opposition and majority alike, ordinary citizens cannot articulate
opinions outside the control of the leaders. In party democracy, the
freedom of public opinion takes the form of the freedom of opposi-
tion. In contrast with parliamentarianism, the freedom of opinion is
thus displaced. One could say, to return to the spatial metaphor
used earlier, that the vertical gap between the majority and the
opposition takes the place of the horizontal gap between the Parlia-
ment and those outside it.

One may observe, of course, that the Weimar Republic is not a
model of viable government. But the regime fell because the
parties upholding the constitution failed to agree on a compro-
mise. If compromises can be reached, a political order based on
solidly unified camps may be viable. Post-Second World War
Austria provides the purest example of such a representative
government.

Trial by discussion

Plenary sessions of Parliament are no longer a forum of deliberative
discussion. Strict voting discipline reigns within each camp. More-
over, representatives cannot change their minds as a result of the
exchange of parliamentary debate, once the position of the party has
been decided. Finally, voting alignments within parliament are
virtually identical on all questions. This suggests that, on each
occasion, representatives do not vote in light of the arguments
exchanged in Parliament, but as a result of decisions formed else-
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where. As a rule, each parliamentary group votes according to its
attitude towards the government: the majority camp systematically
supports the initiatives of the government and the minority opposes
them.

This break from parliamentarianism was the subject of numerous
studies around the turn of the twentieth century. It has generally
been interpreted as signifying the end of government by discussion.
In reality, discussion was shifting towards other forums. It is true
that, once the party's position has been fixed, the representatives
can no longer change their minds. It is also true that party decisions
are made before parliamentary debates. But in the intra-party
exchanges that precede parliamentary debates, participants truly
deliberate. The party leadership and Members in Parliament debate
among themselves what collective position should be adopted. And
in that debate, the participants are able to change their minds as a
result of the exchange of arguments. True deliberative discussion
can thus take place within each camp. Indeed, the history of social
democratic parties shows that intense discussion within the party
leadership and Members in Parliament does precede debates in
Parliament, and that positions change during the course of such
discussion. To be sure, this kind of discussion does not involve the
views of other parties, but party democracy also encourages discus-
sion between the leaders of the various parties. Party democracy, it
was noted earlier, rests on the principle of compromise both
between the majority and the minority and between the members of
a coalition. Elections do not determine what policy is to be pursued;
they determine the relative forces of the various parties, each with
its own platform. The relation of forces between the parties does not
indicate the particular questions on which a compromise can be
achieved, nor does it mark with precision how the difference is to
be split. The precise content of the compromise, therefore, is a
matter of negotiation between the parties and their leaders. Prior to
such negotiations, positions are not fixed; the participants may
change their minds as a result of their exchanges. Finally, social
democratic parties have often institutionalized a process of consul-
tation and negotiation between organized interests, such as labor
unions and employers' associations. This phenomenon, termed
"neo-corporatism" has received much attention in political science
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recently.35 Neo-corporatist institutions, whose objective is to facil-
itate compromise between opposing social interests, also provide
forums for discussion. The terms of the compromise are not fixed
prior to the confrontation; they emerge as its result.

The importance of discussion in party democracy has often been
underestimated, because the critical place of compromise in this
form of government has not been adequately recognized. It was
believed that the representatives of the different camps were strictly
bound by detailed, established programs - in which case, indeed, no
change in position and therefore no deliberative discussion could
have taken place. In reality, however, when party democracy is a
stable form of government, it does not function through the rigid
implementation of political programs.

" A U D I E N C E " DEMOCRACY

Election of representatives

In recent years, a notable shift has occurred in the analysis of
election results. Before the 1970s, most electoral studies came to the
conclusion that political preferences could be explained by the
social, economic, and cultural characteristics of the voters. A
number of recent works on the subject demonstrate that this is no
longer the case. Election results vary significantly from one election
to the next even when the socio-economic and cultural backgrounds
of the voters remain unchanged.36

35 This term can be misleading if one does not realize that "neo-corporatism" is
based on the recognition of a fundamental conflict between organized interests,
whereas traditional corporatism assumed a functional complementarity - and
therefore harmony - between the social forces. The difference is not merely
abstract or ideological: in neo-corporatist arrangements, one of the principal
instruments of social conflict, the right to strike, remains untouched, whereas
traditional corporatism prohibits strikes. See Manin, "Democratic, pluralisme,
liberalisme," pp. 51-5.

36 O n e of the first wr i ters to stress tha t political preferences w e r e largely a response
to the electoral choice offered to voters, quite independently from the socio-
economic and cultural characteristics of the electorate, was V. O. Key; see esp. his
Public Opinion and American Democracy (New York: Knopf, 1963), and The
Responsible Electorate (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1966). In the 1970s this idea was taken up and developed in a number of studies.
See, for example (to mention only two of the more influential works), G. Pomper,
Voters' Choice (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1975), or N. H. Nie, S. Verba, and J. R.
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The personalization of electoral choice

The individuality of candidates appears to be one of the essential
factors in these variations: people vote differently from one election
to another, depending on the particular persons competing for their
vote. Voters tend increasingly to vote for a person and no longer for
a party or a platform. This phenomenon marks a departure from
what was considered normal voting behavior under representative
democracy, creating the impression of a crisis in representation. As
we have seen, however, the predominant role of party labels in
elections is characteristic only of a particular type of representation,
namely party democracy. It is equally possible to regard the current
transformation as a return to a feature of parliamentarianism: the
personal nature of the representative relationship.

Although the growing importance of personal factors can also be
seen in the relationship between each representative and his
constituency, it is most perceptible at the national level, in the
relationship between the executive and the electorate.37 Analysts
have long observed that there is a tendency towards the personali-
zation of power in democratic countries. In countries with direct
election of the chief executive, presidential elections tend to become
the main elections, shaping the whole of political life. In countries
where the chief executive is also the leader of the majority in
Parliament, legislative campaigns and elections center on the
person of the leader. Parties still play a central role. They provide
critical resources such as networks of contacts and influences,
fundraising capacities, and the volunteer work of activists. But they
tend to become instruments in the service of a leader. In opposition
to parliamentarianism, the head of the government rather than the
Member of Parliament is seen as the representative par excellence.
As in parliamentarianism, however, the link between the represen-

Petrocik, The Changing American Voter (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1976). Recent French studies also stress the determining role of the terms of choice
offered to the electorate. See in particular, A. Lancelot, "L'orientation du compor-
tement politique," in J. Leca and M. Grawitz (eds.), Traite de science politique, Vol.
Ill (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1985); D. Gaxie (ed.), Explication du vote
(Paris: Presses de la Fondation Nationale des Sciences Politiques, 1985).

37 On the role of personality in congressional elections, see B. Cain, J. Ferejohn, and
M. Fiorina, The Personal Vote, Constituency Service and Electoral Independence (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987).
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tative thus defined and his electors has an essentially personal
character.

The present situation seems to have two causes. First, the
channels of political communication affect the nature of the repre-
sentative relationship: through radio and television, candidates can,
once again, communicate directly with their constituents without
the mediation of a party network. The age of political activists and
party men is over. Moreover, television confers particular salience
and vividness to the individuality of the candidates. In a sense, it
resurrects the face-to-face character of the representative link that
marked the first form of representative government. Mass media,
however, favor certain personal qualities: successful candidates are
not local notables, but what we call "media figures/' persons who
have a better command of the techniques of media communication
than others. What we are witnessing today is not a departure from
the principles of representative government, but a change in the
type of elites that are selected. Elections continue to elevate to
office individuals who possess distinctive features; they retain the
elitist character they have always had. However, a new elite of
experts in communication has replaced the political activist and the
party bureaucrat. Audience democracy is the rule of the media
expert.

Secondly, the growing role of personalities at the expense of
platforms is a response to the new conditions under which elected
officials exercise their power. The scope of governmental activity
has increased substantially over the last hundred years. No longer
does government simply regulate the general framework of social
existence; today, it intervenes in a whole series of areas (particularly
in the economic sphere), making concrete decisions. It is more
difficult for candidates to make detailed promises: such platforms
would become unwieldy and unreadable. More importantly, since
the Second World War the environment in which governments
operate has become much more complex. As a consequence of the
growing economic interdependence, the environment that each
government confronts is the result of decisions made by an ever-
increasing number of actors. This means, in turn, that the problems
which politicians have to confront once in office become less and
less predictable. When standing for office, politicians know they will
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have to face the unforeseen; so they are not inclined to tie their
hands by committing themselves to a detailed platform.

The nature and environment of modern governmental activity
thus increasingly call for discretionary power, whose formal struc-
ture may be compared to the old notion of "prerogative" power.
Locke defined prerogative as the power to take decisions in the
absence of preexisting laws. The necessity for such a power is
justified in the Second Treatise by the fact that the government may
have to confront the unforeseen, whereas laws are fixed rules
promulgated in advance.38 By analogy, one may say that contem-
porary governments need discretionary power in relation to political
platforms, for it is increasingly difficult to foresee all the events to
which governments have to respond. If a certain form of discre-
tionary power is required by present circumstances, it is rational for
candidates to put forth their personal qualities and aptitude for
making good decisions rather than to tie their hands by specific
promises. Voters too know that the government must deal with
unpredictable events. From their point of view, then, the personal
trust that the candidate inspires is a more adequate basis of selection
than the evaluation of plans for future actions. Trust, so important in
the origins of representative government, again takes a central role.39

Thus contemporary voters must grant their representatives a
measure of discretion in relation to platforms. This has actually
always been the case, once the decision had been made to prohibit
imperative mandates. The present situation only makes more visible
a permanent feature of political representation. But discretionary
power does not mean irresponsible power. Contemporary voters
continue to retain the ultimate power they have always had in
representative governments, namely, the power to dismiss the
representatives whose record they find unsatisfactory. The age of
voting on the candidates' platforms is probably over, but the age of
voting on the incumbents' record may be beginning.

38 " M a n y things there are, which the law can by n o means provide for, and those
m u s t necessarily be left to the discretion of him, that has the executive p o w e r in
his hands , to be ordered by him, as the public good and advan tage shall r equ i re"
(Locke, Second Treatise of Government, ch. XIV, § 159; see also the whole of ch. XIV).

39 On the notion of trust and its continued relevance as regards political action from
Locke to the present day, see John Dunn, Interpreting Political Responsibility
(Oxford: Polity Press, 1991), esp. the essay "Trust and political agency."
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The role of electoral choice in general

Aside from the individuality of the candidates, present-day electoral
studies emphasize that voting behavior varies according to the
terms of the electoral choice. For example, citizens vote for different
parties in presidential, legislative, and local elections. This suggests
that voting decisions are made on the basis of perceptions of what is
at stake in a particular election, rather than as a result of socio-
economic and cultural characteristics. Similarly, voters' decisions
seem to be sensitive to issues raised in electoral campaigns. Election
results vary significantly, even over short periods of time, de-
pending on which issues figure most prominently in the cam-
paigns.40 Voters seem to respond (to particular terms offered at each
election), rather than just express (their social or cultural identities).
In this regard, the present situation marks a departure from the
formation of political preferences in party democracy. Today, the
reactive dimension of voting predominates.

An election always involves an element of division and differen-
tiation among voters. On the one hand, an election necessarily aims
at separating those who support a candidate from those who do not.
Moreover, individuals mobilize and unite more effectively when
they have adversaries and perceive differences between themselves
and others. A candidate, then, must not only define himself, but also
his adversaries. He not only presents himself, he presents a differ-
ence. In all forms of representative government politicians need
differences that they can draw upon to mobilize supporters. The
social cleavages, which outside the elections divide the mass of the
citizens, are an essential resource.

In societies where one division is both lasting and especially
salient, politicians know prior to the election which cleavage to
exploit. They can frame differentiating principles on the basis of that
knowledge. In such situations, then, the terms of choice offered by
politicians appear as a transposition of a preexisting cleavage. This

40 See, for example, Nie, Verba, and Petrocik, The Changing American Voter, pp. 319,
349: "A simple but important theme runs through much of this book: the public
responds to the political stimuli offered it. The political behavior of the electorate is
not determined solely by psychological and social forces, but also by the issues of
the day and by the way in which candidates present those issues'' (p. 319,
emphasis mine).
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is the essential dynamic of party democracy. But in a number of
Western societies the situation today is different. No socio-economic
or cultural cleavage is evidently more important and stable than
others. To be sure, citizens do not constitute a homogeneous mass
that can be divided in any manner by the choices they are offered,
but the social and cultural lines of cleavage are numerous, cross-
cutting, and rapidly changing. Such an electorate is capable of a
number of splits. Politicians have to decide which of these potential
splits will be more effective and advantageous to them. They may
activate one or another. Thus, those who articulate the terms of
choice have a degree of autonomy in the selection of the cleavage
they want to exploit.

In such a situation, the initiative of the terms of electoral choice
belongs to the politician and not to the electorate, which explains
why voting decisions appear primarily today as reactive. In fact, in
all forms of representative government the vote constitutes, in part,
a reaction of the electorate faced with the terms proposed. However,
when these terms themselves are a reflection of a social reality
independent of the politicians' actions, the electorate appears as the
origin of the terms to which it responds in elections. The reactive
character of voting is eclipsed by its expressive dimension. When,
on the contrary, the terms of choice result in large part from the
relatively independent actions of politicians, the vote is still an
expression of the electorate, but its reactive dimension becomes
more important and more visible. Thus, the electorate appears,
above all, as an audience which responds to the terms that have been
presented on the political stage. Hence, this form of representative
government is called here "audience democracy/'

Politicians, however, have only a measure of autonomy in their
selection of dividing issues: they cannot invent in total freedom lines
of cleavage. Not any division is possible because social, economic,
and cultural differences within the electorate exist prior to the
candidates' decisions. Furthermore, politicians cannot even choose
among existing divisions as they please. They know that each
possible division is not equally useful: if a candidate promotes a
cleavage line that does not effectively mobilize the voters, or one
that eventually works against him, he will lose the election. Politi-
cians may take the initiative in proposing one principle of division
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rather than another, but the election brings its own sanction to their
autonomous initiatives. Candidates do not know in advance which
principle of cleavage would be most effective, but it is in their
interest to seek it. In comparison to party democracy, the autonomy
of the politicians increases, but at the same time they have con-
stantly to identify the appropriate divisions to exploit. Since,
however, the politically most effective cleavages are those which
correspond to the preoccupations of the electorate, the process tends
to bring about a convergence between the terms of electoral choice
and divisions in the public. In party democracy, by contrast, there
can be an immediate correspondence between the two sets, because
politicians know in advance, and with reasonable certainty, what is
the fundamental cleavage of the electorate. In audience democracy,
convergence establishes itself over time through a process of trial
and error: the candidate takes the initiative of proposing a line of
division either during an election campaign, or - with less risk - on
the basis of opinion polls. The audience then responds to the
proposed line of division, and finally the politician corrects or
maintains the initial proposition, depending on the public's
response.

It may be observed, moreover, that the final choice offered to the
voters is not the result of a conscious or deliberate plan. Each
candidate proposes the issue or term which he thinks will divide the
electorate in the most effective and beneficial manner. But the choice
that is finally presented and the cleavage it activates are the result of
the combination of the terms offered by each candidate. The final
configuration of the choice is the product of a plurality of uncoordi-
nated actions.

As the now common use of the expression "the electoral market"
demonstrates, the economic metaphor of the market has come to
dominate the study of elections. Every metaphor is by definition
partly unsuited to the object to which it is applied. The metaphor of
the market, however, presents particular difficulties - or rather it
gives rise to the possibility of a crucial misunderstanding. It is
certainly justifiable to describe politicians as entrepreneurs in com-
petition with one another to win votes and maximize their benefits -
the material and symbolic rewards of power. But to characterize
voters as consumers is much less appropriate. A consumer who
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enters the economic market knows what he wants: his preferences
are independent of the products offered. Economic theory presup-
poses that consumer preferences are exogenous. In politics,
however, such a presupposition is unrealistic and contrary to
experience. When a citizen enters what may be called the political
market, his preferences are usually not already formed; they
develop through listening to public debates. In politics demand is
not exogenous; in general, preferences do not exist prior to the
action of politicians.41

It has not been sufficiently appreciated that the author generally
regarded as the founder of economic theories of democracy, Joseph
Schumpeter, himself recognizes that in politics, there is no such
thing as a demand independent of supply. Schumpeter insists that
in the domain of "national and international affairs," it is unjustified
to suppose that individuals have well-defined volitions independent
of the politicians' proposals. Such volitions exist on subjects of
immediate importance to the individual and of which he has direct
knowledge: "the things that directly concern himself, his family, his
township or ward, his class, his church, trade union or any other
group of which he is an active member."42 Within this "narrower
field" the direct experience of reality permits the formation of
defined and independent preferences. However, "when we move
still farther away from the private concerns of the family and the
business into regions of national and international affairs that lack a
direct and unmistakable link with those private concerns," the sense
of reality weakens.43 Schumpeter writes as follows:

This reduced sense of reality accounts not only for a reduced sense of
responsibility but also for the absence of effective volition. One has one's
phrases, of course, and one's wishes and daydreams and grumbles;
especially, one has one's likes and dislikes. But ordinarily they do not
amount to what we call a will - the psychic counterpart of purposeful
responsible action.44

It is remarkable that in this passage Schumpeter denies not only the

41 For a m o r e detai led a rgumenta t ion on this poin t see B. Manin, " O n legit imacy a n d
political de l ibera t ion / ' Political Theory, Vol. 15, No . 3, (August 1987), p p . 338-68.

42 Joseph Schumpeter , Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy [1942], 3rd e d n ( N e w
York: H a r p e r & Row, 1975), p . 258.

43 Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, p. 261.
44 Ibid. Emphas is mine .
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responsible or rational character of individual will beyond the
narrow circle of private concerns, but also the very existence of
volition. Later Schumpeter observes that voters do not have a
political will independent of the influence of the politicians. "What
we are confronted with in the analysis of political processes is
largely not a genuine but a manufactured will." 45

If exogenous demand does not really exist in politics, the analogy
between electoral choice and the market becomes particularly
problematic, obscuring one of the fundamental characteristics of the
political sphere. Even the action of those who set the terms of choice
cannot be conceptualized as supply, if what it faces is not a demand
in the sense used by economic theory. The only valid element in the
metaphor of the market is the notion that the initiation of the terms
of choice belongs to actors who are distinct and relatively indepen-
dent of those who finally make the choice. Thus, the metaphor of
stage and audience is more adequate, even if imperfect, to represent
this reality. It expresses nothing more than the ideas of distinction
and independence between those who propose the terms of choice
and those who make the choice. Such is, at any rate, the sense it has
here.

What we see emerging today is a new form of representation.
Representatives are persons who take the initiative in proposing a
line of division. They seek to identify cleavages within the electorate,
and to bring some of them to the public stage. They bring to public
awareness this or that social division, drawing attention to a split in
society that was not previously apparent. Representatives are thus
no longer spokesmen; the personalization of electoral choice has, to
some extent, made them trustees. But they are also actors seeking
out and exposing cleavages.

Partial autonomy of representatives

It is generally recognized that today's representatives are elected on
the basis of "image," both the personal image of the candidate and
that of the organization or party to which he belongs. The term
"image," however, may give rise to confusion. It is often employed

45 Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, p. 263.
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in contrast to "substance" to denote vague and superficial percep-
tions devoid of political content. Voting on the basis of image is
contrasted with voting on the basis of detailed political proposals,
usually as a prelude to deploring the way in which the former is
gaining ground over the latter. Such a conception of political image
fosters the sense of a crisis in representation. In fact, opinion surveys
show that the images formed by voters are not free of political
content. It is true, to take only one example, that in the 1981 French
election won by the Socialists, the electorate did not have clear ideas
and preferences about the economic policy proposed by the Socia-
lists (nationalizations, pump-priming of internal demand). French
voters did not put the Socialists in power on the basis of a specific
economic platform. Nonetheless, it has been demonstrated that the
Socialist victory was in large part the result of a perception which,
however vague, did include a certain content: the idea that the
economic crisis was a consequence of the policy pursued by the
incumbents, and that it was possible to reestablish economic growth
and full employment.46

An electoral campaign, it should be noted, is an adversarial process;
it pits several images against each other. Taken in isolation, each
image may indeed mean almost anything. But the error is precisely
to consider each of them in isolation. Voters are presented with a
variety of competing images. Even though each of them is fairly
vague, they are not totally indeterminate or without boundaries,
because an electoral campaign creates a system of differences: there is
at least one thing that the image of a candidate cannot designate, and
that is the image of his competitor. An electoral campaign may be
compared to a language as characterized by the founder of linguis-
tics, Ferdinand de Saussure: the meaning of each term is a result of
the coexistence of several terms distinguished from one another.

These images are, in fact, highly simplified and schematic mental
representations. The importance of these schematic representations
is, of course, due to the fact that large numbers of voters are not
sufficiently competent to grasp the technical details of the proposed
measures and the reasons that justify them. But the use of simplified

46 See Elie Cohen, "Les Socialistes et l'economie: de l'age des mythes au deminage,"
in Gerard Grunberg and Elisabeth Dupoirier (eds.), La drble de defaite de la Gauche
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1986), pp. 78-80.
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representations is also a method for solving the problem of informa-
tion costs. It has long been noted that one of the major problems
confronting the citizen of large democracies is the disproportion
between the costs of political information and the influence he can
hope to exercise on the election outcome. In party democracy, that
problem does not really arise because voters' decisions are driven
by a sense of class identity. One could argue also that party
identification is the solution to the problem of information costs
under party democracy. But in any case, when social identity or
party identification lose their importance as determinants of the
vote, there is a need for alternative shortcuts in the costly search for
political information.

Since representatives are elected on the basis of these schematic
images, they have some freedom of action once elected. What led to
their election is a relatively vague commitment, which necessarily
lends itself to several interpretations. In what has been called here
"audience democracy," the partial independence of the representa-
tives, which has always characterized representation, is reinforced
by the fact that electoral promises take the form of relatively hazy
images.

Freedom of public opinion

The crucial fact is that, in audience democracy, the channels of
public communication (newspapers, television etc.) are for the most
part politically neutral, that is, non-partisan. This does not of course
mean that those channels of information give an undistorted reflec-
tion of reality. They introduce their own distortions and prejudices.
They may even have political preferences, but they are not structu-
rally linked to parties that compete for votes. Technological and
economic reasons have led to a decline of the partisan press. Today,
political parties usually do not own papers with wide circulation.
Moreover, radio and television are established on a non-partisan
basis. The rise of popular, non-partisan media has an important
consequence: whatever their partisan preferences, individuals
receive the same information on a given subject as everyone else.
Individuals, of course, still form divergent opinions on political
subjects, but the perception of the subject itself tends to be indepen-
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dent of individual partisan leanings. This does not mean that the
subjects or the facts - as distinct from judgments - are perceived in
an objective manner without distortion by the medium, but simply
that they are perceived in a relatively uniform manner across the
spectrum of political preferences. By contrast, when the press is
largely in the hands of political parties (as in party democracy),
one's source of information is selected according to one's partisan
leanings; the facts or the subjects themselves are seen as they are
presented by the party voted for.

A parallel between the Watergate crisis and the Dreyfus affair,
two situations where public opinion played a crucial role, may serve
to illustrate the point. It has been shown that during the Watergate
crisis, Americans on the whole had the same perceptions of the
facts, regardless of their partisan preferences and their judgment. In
the Dreyfus affair, by contrast, it appears that even the perception of
the facts differed according to the sectors of opinion: each segment
of the French public perceived the facts through press organs, which
reflected its partisan leanings.47 Similarly, it has been shown that
one of the salient features of recent French elections is the homo-
genization of party images within the electorate. It appears, for
example, that in the parliamentary election of 1986, voters had
approximately the same perception of party platforms. Of course,
they made divergent judgments about the parties and voted accord-
ingly, but the subjects they judged were perceived almost identically
by all, whatever party they voted for.48

It would appear, then, that today the perception of public issues
and subjects (as distinct, to repeat, from judgments made about
them) is more homogeneous and less dependent on partisan prefer-
ences than was the case under party democracy. Individuals,
however, may take divergent positions on a given issue. Public
opinion then splits concerning the issue in question. But the
resulting division of public opinion does not necessarily reproduce
or coincide with electoral cleavages: the public may be divided
along some lines in elections and along others on particular issues.
47 See, G. E. Lang and K. Lang, The Battle for Public Opinion: The President, the Press and

the Polls during Watergate (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), p p . 289-91.
48 See G. Grunberg, F. Haegel , and B. Roy, "La bataille pour la credibility part is et

opinion," in Grunberg a n d Dupoirier (eds.), La drble de defaite de la Gauche,
pp. 125-7.
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Thus, a possibility that had disappeared under party democracy
returns: the electoral and non-electoral expressions of the people on
the issues of the day may not coincide.

This possible lack of coincidence stems largely from the neutrali-
zation of the channels of communication through which public
opinion is formed, but it results also from the non-partisan character
of the new institutions that play a crucial role in the expression of
public opinion, namely polling institutions.

Opinion surveys, it must be noted, operate according to the
formal structure that characterizes this new form of representative
government: stage and audience, initiative and reaction. Those who
draft the interview questionnaires do not know in advance which
questions will elicit the most meaningful responses and bring to
light the significant cleavages of the public. Thus, they take the
initiative in a relatively autonomous manner. As we have seen,
opinion polls are certainly not spontaneous expressions of the
popular will. Rather they are constructs. But it is in the interest of
polling institutions to provide their clients with results that have
some predictive value and bring to light significant cleavages. Like
politicians, they proceed through trial and error.

The most important factor, though, is that most polling organiza-
tions are, like the media, independent of political parties. This does
not mean that they do not introduce distortions, nor even that they
have no political preferences. But they are not structurally connected
with the organizations that compete for votes. And they operate
according to commercial, not political, principles. Whereas parties
have an interest in bringing out the division that they embody as
being the principal line of cleavage in all areas, polling organizations
can, without discomfort to themselves, bring to light lines of
division other than those exploited by candidates. Thus, opinion
surveys contribute to the decoupling of the electoral and non-
electoral expressions of the people's will. It must be noted too that,
in contrast to party democracy, expressions of public opinion are
here solicited by a different set of people. It was activists and party
workers who called for citizens to demonstrate or sign petitions.
Those who invite expressions of opinions are now people with
training in social sciences and employed by commercial firms.

In a sense we find in audience democracy a configuration that is
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similar to parliamentarianism, except that opinion surveys confer a
quite specific character to the non-electoral manifestation of the
people. First, opinion surveys lower the costs of individual political
expression. To participate in a demonstration involves high time
and energy costs, and signing a petition sometimes carries risks. By
contrast, anonymously answering a questionnaire imposes only a
minimal cost. As opposed to parliamentarianism, where the high
costs of demonstrations and petitions tend to reserve non-electoral
political expression for the highly motivated, opinion surveys give a
voice to the "apathetic" and uninterested citizen. Second, opinion
polls facilitate the expression of political opinions because they are
peaceful, whereas demonstrations often carry the risk of violence,
especially when opinions are strongly polarized. As a result, the
expression of the people "at the door of parliament" is more
regularly present than in parliamentarianism: the people do not
only make their presence known in exceptional circumstances. The
extra-parliamentary voice of the people is both made more peaceful
and rendered commonplace.

Trial by discussion

With the notable exception of the US Congress, Parliament is not the
forum of public discussion. Each party is grouped around a leading
figure,49 and each parliamentary party votes in a disciplined
manner in support of its leader. Individually, however, representa-
tives meet and consult with interest groups and citizens' associa-
tions. In such meetings, positions are not rigidly fixed, and thus
some deliberative discussion takes place.

But what is new about the third kind of representation lies
elsewhere. Over the last few decades, electoral studies have empha-
sized the importance of electoral instability. The number of floating
voters who do not cast their ballot on the basis of stable party
identification is increasing. A growing segment of the electorate
tends to vote according to the stakes and issues of each election. In
fact, an unstable electorate has always existed, but in the past it was
primarily composed of citizens who were poorly informed, had
little interest in politics, and a low level of schooling. The novelty of

49 See the section above titled "The personalization of electoral choice."
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today's floating voter is that he is well-informed, interested in
politics, and fairly well-educated. This new phenomenon owes
much to the neutralization of the news and opinion media: voters
interested in politics and who seek information are exposed to
conflicting opinions, whereas in party democracy the most active
and interested citizens were constantly reinforced in their opinions
by their sources of information. The existence of an informed and
interested electorate, that may be swayed one way or the other,
creates an incentive for politicians to put policy proposals directly to
the public. The consent of a majority on policy measures can be built
up within the electorate itself. Discussion of specific issues is no
longer confined to Parliament (as in parliamentarianism), or to
consultation committees between parties (asjn party democracy); it
takes place within the public. Thus, the form of representative
government that is emerging today is characterized by a new
protagonist of public discussion, the floating voter, and a new
forum, the communication media.

What is today referred to as a crisis of political representation
appears in a different light if we remember that representative
government was conceived in explicit opposition to government by
the people, and that its central institutions have remained un-
changed. It is true that those who dominate the political stage today
(or are increasingly doing so) are not faithful reflections of their
society. Politicians and media persons constitute an elite endowed
with positively valued characteristics that distinguish them from the
rest of the population. That positive valuation does not result only
from a deliberate judgment by the electorate. But nor did the
notables and bureaucrats who dominated parliamentarianism and
party democracy respectively owe their preeminence entirely to the
deliberate choice of their fellow-citizens. At least partly responsible
for their ascendancy were in the one case social status, in the other
the constraints of organization. Representative government remains
what it has been since its foundation, namely a governance of elites
distinguished from the bulk of citizens by social standing, way of
life, and education. What we are witnessing today is nothing more
than the rise of a new elite and the decline of another.

But the impression of malaise in representation owes even more
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to the perception that, with the rise of this new elite, history is
taking an unexpected turn. When activists and bureaucrats took the
place of notables, history seemed to be shrinking the gap between
governing elites and ordinary citizens. Certainly, the analyses of
Michels showed that mass parties were dominated by elites distinct
from the rank and file, but it was reasonable to think that the
distance between party bureaucrats and ordinary citizens was
smaller than the one separating notables from the rest of the
population. Besides, whatever the actual distance between the ways
of life of leaders and ordinary voters, mass parties had succeeded in
creating an identification of the latter with the former. The fact is
that workers recognized themselves in the leaders of social demo-
cratic parties and saw them as "like themselves." The replacement
of notables by party officials was indeed a step in the direction of an
identity (real or imagined) between governing elites and those they
govern. It is impossible to have that impression today. The social
and cultural gap between an elite and the mass of people is a
difficult thing to gauge, but there is no reason to think that present
political and media elites are closer to voters than the party bureau-
crats were. Nor is there any sign that those elites are in a position to
inspire feelings of identification on the part of voters. More than the
substitution of one elite for another, it is the persistence, possibly
even the aggravation, of the gap between the governed and the
governing elite that has provoked a sense of crisis. Current develop-
ments belie the notion that representation was destined to advance
ever closer towards an identity of governing and governed.

Similarly, when people voted for a party with a platform, they
enjoyed a greater ability to pronounce on future policy than when
they elected a notable who personally inspired their trust. The
advent of party democracy made it more possible for people to vote
prospectively. Here again, the changes occurring in our time con-
found the expectations that opportunities for future-oriented voting
would continue to increase. When a candidate today is elected on
the basis of his image, and seeks to persuade voters that he is fitter
than others to confront the future, voters have less say about what
he will do than when a party presented a list of measures it intended
to implement. In this sense too, representative government appears
to have ceased its progress towards popular self-government.
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The principles of representative government

The currently prevailing impression of crisis reflects the disap-
pointment of previous expectations about the direction of history. In
that its base has expanded enormously, representative government
has, since its establishment, undoubtedly become more democratic.
That trend has not been reversed; history has confirmed what had
been believed. However, the democratization of representation, the
narrowing of the gap between representatives and represented, and
the growing influence of the wishes of the governed on the decisions
of those in government have turned out to be less durable than
expected. While one can certainly say that democracy has broa-
dened, one cannot say with the same certainty that it has deepened.

We need to recall, however, that in the original arrangement, the
democratic element in the relationship between the governed and
those who govern was neither resemblance between the two, nor
the principle that the latter should implement the instructions of the
former. Representative institutions aimed to subject those who
govern to the verdict of those who are governed. It is the rendering
of accounts that has constituted from the beginning the democratic
component of representation. And representation today still entails
that supreme moment when the electorate passes judgment on the
past actions of those in government.

This does not amount, however, to saying that representative
government has remained the same throughout its history or that
the changes have been merely superficial. Party democracy was
indeed profoundly different from parliamentarianism. Representa-
tion, a system devised by English aristocrats, American landowners,
and French lawyers, was transformed, a hundred years later, into a
mechanism that alleviated industrial conflict by integrating the
working class. The founding fathers certainly had no such outcome
in view. The arrangement that was devised at the end of the
eighteenth century proved astonishingly flexible. It displayed a
capacity, probably unsuspected at the outset, for assuming different
forms to suit different circumstances. Neither the differences in form
nor the durability of the structure capture the truth of representation.
Just as representative government simultaneously presents demo-
cratic and non-democratic aspects, the latter being no more true or
essential than the former, so it is capable, over time, of assuming
different shapes while remaining the same.
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Election of
representatives

Partial autonomy of
representatives

Freedom of
public opinion

Trial by discussion

Parliamentarianism

- choice of a person of trust
- expression of local links

- notable

- elected member voting as
conscience dictates

- public opinion and electoral
expression do not coincide

- the voice of the people "at
the gates of Parliament"

- Parliament

Party democracy

- loyalty to a single party
- expression of membership of

a class
- activist / party bureaucrat

- party leaders free to determine
priorities within the platform

- public opinion and electoral
expression coincide

- opposition

- debate within the party
- inter-party negotiations
- neo-corporatism

Audience democracy

- choice of a person of trust
- response to electoral terms of

offer
- media expert

- election on the basis of images

- public opinion and electoral
expression do not coincide

- opinion polls

- negotiations between
government and interest groups

- debate in the media / floating
voter

Figure 1: Principles and variations in representative government
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

There are many ways in which, in principle, a de
mocracy can be organized and run; in practice, too, modern 
. democracies exhibit a variety of formal gove=ental institu
tions, like legislatures and courts, as well as political party and 
interest group systems. However, clear patterns and regularities 
appear when these institutions are examined from the perspec
tive of how majoritarian or how consensual their rules and prac
tices are. The majoritarianism-consensus contrast arises from 
the most basic and literal definition of democracy-gove=ent 
by the people or, in representative democracy, gove=ent by 
the representatives of the people-and from President Abraham 
Lincoln's famous further stipulation that democracy means gov
ernment not only bybut also for the people-that is, gove=ent 
in accordance with the people's preferences.' 

Defining democracy as "government by and for the people" 
raises a fundamental question: who will do the governing and to 
whose interests should the gove=ent be responsive when the 
people are in disagreement and have divergent preferences? 

1. As Clifford D. May (1987) points out, credit for this definition should 
probably go to Daniel Webster instead of Lincoln. Webster gave an address in 
1830-thirty-three years before Lincoln's Gettysburg address-m which he spoke 
of a "people's government, made for the people, made by the people, and answer
able to the people." 
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One answer to this dile=a is: the majority of the people. This 
is the essence of the majoritarian model of democracy. The ma
joritarian answer is simple and straightforward and has great 
appeal because gove=ent by the majority and in accordance 
with the majority's wishes obviously comes closer to the demo
cratic ideal of "gove=ent by and for the people" than govern
ment by and responsive to a minority. 

The alternative answer to the dile=a is: as many people as 
possible. This is the crux of the consensus model. It does not 
differ from the majoritarian model in accepting that majority 
rule is better than minority rule, but it accepts majority rule only 
as a minimum requlrement: instead of being satisfied with nar
row decision-making majorities, it seeks to maximize the size of 
these majorities. Its rules and institutions aim at broad partici
pation in gove=ent and broad agreement on the policies that 
the gove=ent should pursue. The majoritl)rian model concen
trates political power in the hands of a bare majority-and often 
even merely a plurality instead of a majority, as Chapter 2 will 
show-whereas the consensus model tries to share, disperse, 
and limit power in a variety of ways. A closely related difference 
is that the majoritarian model of democracy is exclusive, com
petitive, and adversarial, whereas the consensus model is char
acterized by inclusiveness, bargaining, and compromise; for 
this reason, consensus democracy could also be termed "nego
tiation democracy" (Kaiser 1997, 434). 

Ten differences with regard to the most important demo
cratic institutions and rules can be deduced from the major
itarian and consensus principles. Because the majoritarian char
acteristics are derived from the same principle and hence are 
logically connected, one could also expect them to occur to
gether in the real world; the same applies to the consensus char
acteristics. All ten variables could therefore be expected to be 
closely related. Previous research has largely confirmed these 
expectations-with one major exception: the variables cluster in 
two clearly separate dimensions (Lijphart 1984, 211-22; 1997a, 
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196-201). The first dimension groups five characteristics of the 
arrangement of executive power, the party and electoral sys
tems, and interest groups. For brevity's sake, I shall refer to this 
first dimension as the executives-parties dimension. Since most 
of the five differences on the second dimension are co=only 
associated with the contrast between federalism and unitary 
gove=ent-a matter to which I shall return shortly-I shall 
call this second dimension the federal-unitary dimension. 

The ten differences are formulated below in terms of dichot-
0mous contrasts between the majoritarian and consensus mod
els, but they are all variables on which particular countries may 
be at either end of the continuum or anywhere in between. The 
majoritarian characteristic is listed first in each case. The five 
differences on the executives-parties dimension are as follows: 

. 1. Concentration of executive power in single-party major
ity cabinets versus executive power-sharing in broad mul
tiparty coalitions. 

2. Executive-legislative relationships in which the execu
tive is dominant versus executive-legislative balance of 
power. 

3. Two-party versus multiparty systems. 
4. Majoritarian and disproportional electoral systems ver

sus proportional representation. 
5. Pluralist interest group systems with free-for-all com

petition among groups versus coordinated and "corpo
ratist" interest group systems aimed at compromise and 
concertation. 

The five differences on the federal-unitary dimension are the 
following: 

1. Unitary and centralized gove=ent versus federal and 
decentralized gove=ent. 

2. Concentration of legislative power in a unicameral legis
lature versus division of legislative power between two 
equally strong but differently constituted houses. 
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3. Flexible constitutions that can be amended by simple ma
jorities versus rigid constitutions that can be changed 
only by extraordinary majorities. 

4. Systems in which legislatures have the final word on the 
constitutionality of their own legislation versus systems 
in which laws are subject to a judicial review of their 
constitutionality by supreme or constitutional courts. 

5. Central banks that are dependent on the executive versus 
independent central banks. 

One plausible explanation of this two-dimensional pattern is 
suggested by theorists offederalism like Ivo D. Duchacek (1970), 

Daniel J. Elazar (1968), Carl J. Friedrich (1950, 189-221), and 
K. C. Wheare (1946). These scholars maintain that federalism 
has primary and secondary meanings. Its primary definition is: 
a guaranteed division of power between the central government 
and regional governments. The secondary characteristics are 
strong bicameralism, a rigid constitution, and strong judicial 
review. Their argument is that the guarantee of a federal division 
of power can work well only if (1) both the guarantee and the 
exact lines of the division of power are clearly stated in the 
constitution and this guarantee cannot be changed unilaterally 
at either the central or regional level-hence the need for a rigid 
constitution, (2) there is a neutral arbiter who can resolve .con
flicts concerning the division of power between the two levels of 
government-hence the need for judicial review, and (3) there is 
a federal chamber in the national legislature in which the re
gions have strong representation-hence the need for strong bi
cameralism; moreover, (4) the main purpose of federalism is 
to promote and protect a decentralized system of gove=ent. 
These federalist characteristics can be found in the first four 
variables of the second dimension. As stated earlier, this dimen
sion is therefore called the federal-unitary dimension. 

The federalist explanation is not entirely satisfactory, how
ever, for two reasons. One problem is that, although it can ex-
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plain the clustering of the four variables in one dimension, 
it does not explain why this dimension should be so clearly 
distinct from the other dimension. Second, it cannot explain 
why the variable of central bank independence is part of the 
federal-unitary dimension. A more persuasive explanation of 
the two-dimensional pattern is the distinction between "collec
tive agency" and "shared responsibility" on one hand and di
vided agencies and responsibilities on the other suggested by 
Robert E. Goodin (1996, 331).2 These are both forms of diffusion 
of power, but the first dimension of consensus democracy with 
its multiparty face-to-face interactions within cabinets, legis
latures, legislative committees, and concertation meetings be
tween gove=ents and interest groups has a close fit with the 
collective-responsibility form. In contrast, both the four fed
.eralist characteristics and the role of central banks fit the for
mat of diffusion by means of institutional separation: division 
of power between separate federal and state institutions, two 
separate chambers in the legislature, and separate and inde
pendent high courts and central banks. Viewed from this per
spective, the first dimension could also be labeled the joint
responsibility or joint-power dimension and the second the 
divided-responsibility or divided-power dimension. However, 
although these labels would be more accurate and theoretically 
more meaningful, my originallabels-"executives-parties" and 
"federal-unitary" -have the great advantage that they are easier 
to remember, and I shall therefore keep using them throughout 
this book. 

The distinction between two basic types of democracy, ma
joritarian and consensus, is by no means a novel invention 
in political science. In fact, I borrowed these two terms from 
Robert G. Dixon, Jr. (1968, 10). Hans Hattenhauer and Werner 
Kaltefleiter (1986) also contrast the "majority principle" with 

2. A similar distinction. made by George'Tsebelis (1995, 302), is that be
twe8+l "institutional veto players," located in different institutions, and "par
tisan veto players" like the parties within a government coalition. 
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consensus, andJiirg Steiner (1971) juxtaposes "the principles of 
majority and proportionality." G. Bingham Powell (1982) distin
guishes between majoritarian and broadly "representational" 
forms of democracy and, in later work, between two "visions of 
liberal democracy": the Majority Control and the Proportionate 
Influence visions (Huber and Powell 1994). Similar contrasts 
have been drawn by Robert A. Dahl (1956)-"populistic" versus 
"Madisonian" democracy; William H. Riker (1982)-"popu
lism" versus "liberalism"; Jane Mansbridge (1980)-"adversary" 
versus "unitary" democracy; and S. E. Finer (1975)-"adversary 
politics" versus centrist and coalitional politics. 

Nevertheless, there is a surprisingly strong and persistent 
tendency in political science to equate democracy solely with 
majoritarian democracy and to fail to recognize consensus de
mocracy as an alternative and equally legitimate type. A partic
ularly clear example can be found in Stephanie Lawson's (1993, 
192-93) argument that a strong political opposition is "the sine 
qua non of contemporary democracy" and that its prime pur
pose is "to become the gove=ent." This view is based on the 
majoritarian assumption that democracy entails a two-party sys
tem (or possibly two opposing blocs of parties) that alternate in 
government; it fails to take into account that gove=ents in 
more consensual multiparty systems tend to be coalitions and 
that a change in government in these systems usually means 
only a partial change in the party composition of the govern
ment-instead of the opposition "becoming" the government. 

The frequent use of the "turnover" test in order to determine 
whether a democracy has become stable and consolidated be
trays the same majoritarian assumption. Samuel P. Huntington 
(1991, 266-67) even proposes a "two-turnover test," according 
to which "a democracy may be viewed as consolidated if the 
party or group that takes power in the initial election at the time 
of transition [to democracy] loses a subsequent election and 
turns over power to those election winners, and if those election 
winners then peacefully turn over power to the winners of a 
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later election." Of the twenty long-term democracies analyzed 
in this book, all of which are undoubtedly stable and consoli
dated democratic systems, no fewer than four-Germany, Lux
embourg, the Netherlands, and Switzerland-fail even the one
turnover test during the half-century from the late 1940s to 
1996, that is, they experienced many cabinet changes but never 
a complete turnover, and eight -the same four countries plus 
Belgium, Finland, Israel, and Italy-fail the two-turnover test. 

This book will show that pure or almost pure majoritarian 
democracies are actually qnite rare-limited to the United King
dom, New Zealand (until 1996), and the former British colonies 
in the Caribbean (but only with regard to the executives-parties 
dimension). Most democracies have significant or even pre
dominantly consensual traits. Moreover, as this book shows, 
consensus democracy may be considered more democratic than 
majoritarian democracy in most respects. 

The ten contrasting characteristics of the two models of de
mocracy, briefly listed above, are described in a preliminary 
fashion and exemplified by means of sketches of relatively pure 
cases of majoritarian democracy-the United Kingdom, New 
Zealand, and Barbados-and of relatively pure cases of con
sensus democracy-Switzerland, Belgium, and the European 
Union-in Chapters 2 and 3. The thirty-six empirical cases of 
democracy, including the five just mentioned [but not the Euro
pean Union), that were selected for the comparative analysis are 
systematically introduced in Chapter 4. The ten institutional 
variables are then analyzed in greater depth in the nine chapters 
that comprise the bulk of this book (Chapters 5 to 13). Chapter 
14 suromarizes the results and places the thirty-six democracies 
on a two-dimensional "conceptual map" of democracy; it also 
analyzes shifts on this map over time and shows that most coun
tries occupy stable positions on the map. Chapters 15 and 16 ask 
the "so what?" question: does the type of democracy make a 
difference, especially with regard to effective economic policy
making and the quality of democracy? These chapters show that 
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there are only small differences with regard to governing ef
fectiveness but that consensus systems tend to score signifi
cantly higher on a wide array of indicators of democratic qual
ity. Chapter 17 concludes with a look at the policy implications 
of the book's findings for democratizing and newly democratic 
countries. 

~t!-

CHAPTER 2 

The Westminster Model of 
Democracy 

In this book I use the term Westminster model inter
changeably with majoritarian model to refer to a general model 
of democracy. It may also be used more narrowly to denote the 
main characteristics of British parliamentary and gove=ental 
institutions (Wilson 1994; Mahler 1997)-the Parliament of the 
United Kingdom meets in the Palace of Westminster in London. 
The British version of the Westminster model is both the origi
nal and the best-known example of this model. It is also widely 
admired. Richard Rose (1974, 131J points out that, "with confi
dence born of continental isolation, Americans have come to 
assume that their institutions-the Presidency, Congress and the 
Supreme Court-are the prototype of what shonld be adopted 
elsewhere." But American political scientists, especially those 
in the field of comparative politics, have tended to hold the 
British system of gove=ent in at least equally high esteem 
(Kavanagh 1974). 

One famous political scientist who fervently admired the 
Westminster model was President Woodrow Wilson. In his early 
writings he went so far as to urge the abolition of presidential 
government and the adoption of British-style parliamentary 
gove=ent in the United States. Such views have also been 
held by many other non-British observers of British politics, and 
many features of the Westminster model have been exported to 
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other countries: Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and most of 
Britam's former colonies in Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean 
when they became independent. Wilson (1884, 33) referred to 
parliamentary gove=ent in accordance with the Westminster 
model as "the world's fashion." 

The ten interrelated elements of the Westminster or major
itarian model are illustrated by features of three democracies 
that closely approximate this model and can be regarded as the 
majoritarian prototypes: the United Kingdom, New Zealand, 
and Barbados. Britam, where the Westminster model originated, 
is clearly the first and most obvious example to use. In many 
respects, however, New Zealand is an even better example-at 
least until its sharp turn away from majoritarianism in Octo
ber 1996. The third example-Barbados-is also an almost per
fect prototype of the Westminster model, although only as far 
as the first (executives-parties) dimension of the majoritarian
consensus contrast is concerned. In the following discussion of 
the ten majoritarian characteristics in the three countries, I em
phasize not only their conformity with the general model but 
also occasional deviations from the model, as well as various 
other qualifications that need to be made. 

The Westminster Model in the United Kingdom 

1. Concentration of executive power in one-party and bare
majority cabinets. The most powerful organ of British govern
ment is the cabinet. It is normally composed of members of the 
party that has the majority of seats in the House of Co=ons, 
and the minority is not included. Coalition cabinets are rare. 
Because in the British two-party system the two principal par
ties are of approximately equal strength, the party that wins the 
elections usually represents no more than a narrow majority, 
and the minority is relatively large. Hence the British one-party 
and bare-majority cabinet is the perfect embodiment of the prin
ciple of majority rule: it wields vast amounts of political power 

WESTMINSTER MODEL 11 

to rule as the representative of and in the interest of a majority 
that is not of overwhelming proportions. A large minority is 
excluded from power and condemned to the role of opposition. 

Especially since 1945, there have been few exceptions to the 
British norm of one-party majority cabinets. David Butler (1978, 
112) writes that "clear-cut single-party gove=ent has been 
much less prevalent than many would suppose," but most of the 
deviations from the norm-coalitions of two or more parties or 
minority cabinets-occurred from 1918 to 1945. The most recent 
instance of a coalition cabinet was the 1940-45 wartime coali
tion formed by the Conservatives, who had a parliamentary ma
jority, with the Labour and Liberal parties, under Conservative 
Prime Minister Winston Churchill. The only instances of minor
ity cabinets in the postwar period were two minority Labour 
cabinets in the 1970s. In the parliamentary election of February 
1974, the Labour party won a plurality but not a majority of the 
seats and formed a minority gove=ent dependent on all other 
parties not uniting to defeat it. New elections were held that 
October and Labour won an outright, albeit narrow, majority of 
the seats; but this majority was eroded by defections and by
election defeats, and the Labour cabinet agam became a minor
ity cabinet in 1976. It regamed a temporary legislative majority 
in 1977 as a result of the pact it negotiated with the thirteen 
Liberals in the House of Co=ons: the Liberals agreed to sup
port the cabinet in exchange for consultation on legislative pro
posals before their submission to Parliament. No Liberals en
tered the cabinet, however, and the cabinet therefore continued 
as a minority instead of a true coalition cabinet. The so-called 
Lab-Lib pact lasted until 1978, and in 1979 Labour Prime Minis
ter James Callaghan'S minority cabinet was brought down by a 
vote of no confidence in the House of Co=ons. 

2. Cabinet dominance. The United Kingdom has a parlia
mentary system of government, which means that the cabinet 
is dependent on the confidence of Parliament. In theory, be
cause the House of Co=ons can vote a cabinet out of office, it 
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"controls" the cabinet. In reality, the relationship is reversed. 
Because the cabinet is composed of the leaders of a cohesive 
majority party in the House of Co=ons, it is normally backed 
by the majority in the House ofCo=ons, and it can confidently 
count on staying in office and getting its legislative proposals 
approved. The cabinet is clearly dominant vis-it-vis Parliaroent. 

Because strong cabinet leadership depends on majority sup
port in the House of Co=ons and on the cohesiveness of the 
majority party, cabinets lose some of their predominant position 
when either or both of these conditions are absent. Especially 
during the periods of minority gove=ent in the 1970s, there 
was a significant increase in the frequency of parliaroentary de
feats of important cabinet proposals. This even caused a change 
in the traditional view that cabinets must resign or dissolve the 
House of Co=ons and call for new elections if they suffer a 
defeat on either a parliaroentary vote of no confidence or a major 
bill of central importance to the cabinet. The new unwritten rule 
is that only an explicit vote of no confidence necessitates resig
nation or new elections. The normalcy of cabinet dominance 
was largely restored in the 1980s under the strong leadership of 
Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. 

Both the normal and the deviant situations show that it is the 
disciplined two-party system rather than the parliaroentary sys
tem that gives rise to executive dominance. In multiparty parlia
mentary systems, cabinets-which are often coalition cabinets
tend to be much less dominant (Peters 1997). Because of the 
concentration of power in a dominant cabinet, former cabinet 
minister Lord Hailsharo (1978, 127) has called the British sys
tem of gove=ent an "elective dictatorship.'" 

1. In presidential systems of government, in which the presidential execu
tive cannot normally be removed by the legislature (except by impeachment), 
the same variation in the degree of executive dominance can occur, depending 
on exactly how governmental powers are separated. In the United States, presi
dent and Congress can be said to be in a rough balance of power, but presidents 
in France and in some of the Latin American countries are considerably more 
powerful. Guillermo O'Donnell (1994, 59-60) has proposed the term "delega-
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3. Two-party system. British politics is dominated by two 
large parties: the Conservative party and the Labour party. Other 
parties also contest elections and win seats in the House of Com
mons-in particular the Liberals and, after their merger with the 
Social Democratic party in the late 1980s, the Liberal Demo
crats-but they are not large enough to be overall victors. The 
bulk of the seats are captured by the two major parties, and they 
form the cabinets: the Labour party from 1945 to 1951, 1964 to 
1970, 1974 to 1979, and from 1997 on, and the Conservatives 
from 1951 to 1964, 1970 to 1974, and in the long stretch from 
1979 to 1997. The hegemony of these two parties was especially 
pronounced between 1950 and 1970: jointly they never won less 
than 87.5 percent of the votes and 98 percent of the seats in the 
House of Co=ons in the seven elections held in this period. 

.The interwar years were a transitional period during which 
the Labour party replaced the Liberals as one of the two big 
parties, and in the 1945 election, the Labour and Conservative 
parties together won about 85 percent of the votes and 92.5 per
cent of the seats. Their support declined considerably after 
1970: their joint share of the popular vote ranged from only 70 
percent (in 1983) to less than 81 percent (in 1979), but they 
continued to win a minimum of 93 percent of the seats, except 
in 1997, when their joint seat share fell to about 88.5 percent. 
The Liberals were the main beneficiaries. In ailiance with the 
Social Democratic party, they even won more than 25 percent of 
the vote on one occasion (in the 1983 election) but, until 1997, 
never more than fourteen seats by themselves and twenty-three 
seats in alliance with the Social Democrats. In the 1997 election, 
however, the Liberal Democrats captured a surprising forty-six 
seats with about 17 percent of the vote. 

tive democracy"-akin to Hailsham's "elective dictatorship"-for systems with 
directly elected and dominant presidents; in such "strongly majoritarian" sys
tems, "whoever wins election to the presidency is thereby entitled to govern as 
he or she sees fit, constrained only by the hard facts of existing power relations 
and by a constitutionally limited term of office." 
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A corollary trait of two-party systems is that they tend to be 
one-dimensional party systems; that is, the programs and pol
icies of the main parties usually differ from each other mainly 
with regard to just one dimension, that of socioeconomic issues. 
This is clearly the case for the British two-party system. The 
principal politically significant difference that divides the Con
servative and Labour parties is disagreement about socioeco
nomic policies: on the left-right spectrum, Labour represents 
the left-of-center and the Conservative party the right-of-center 
preferences. This difference is also reflected in the pattern 
of voters' support for the parties in parliamentary elections: 
working-class voters tend to cast their ballots for Labour candi
dates and middle-class voters tend to support Conservative can
didates. The Liberals and Liberal Democrats can also be placed 
easily on the socioeconomic dimension: they occupy a center 
position. 

There are other differences, of course, but they are much less 
salient and do not have a major effect on the composition of the 
House of Commons and the cabinet. For instance, the Protestant
Catholic difference in Northern Ireland is the overwhelmingly 
dominant difference separating the parties and their supporters, 
but Northern Ireland contains less than 3 percent of the popula
tion of the United Kingdom, and such religious differences are 
no longer politically relevant in the British part of the United 
Kingdom (England, Scotland, and Wales). Ethnic differences ex
plain the persistence of the Scottish National party and the 
Welsh nationalists, but these parties never manage to win more 
than a handful of seats. The only slight exception to the one
dimensionality of the British party system is that a foreign-policy 
issue-British membership in the European Community-has 
frequently been a source of division both within and between the 
Conservative and Labour parties. 

4. Majoritarian and disproportional system of elections. The 
House of Commons is a large legislative body with a member
ship that has ranged from 625 in 1950 to 659 in 1997. The mem-
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bers are elected in single-member districts according to the plu
rality method, which in Britain is usually referred to as the "first 
past the post" system: the candidate with the majority vote or, if 
there is no majority, with the largest minority vote wins. 

This system tends to produce highly disproportional results. 
For instance, the Labour party won an absolute parliamentary 
majority of 319 out of 635 seats with only 39.3 percent of the 
vote in the October 1974 elections, whereas the Liberals won 
only 13 seats with 18.6 percent of the vote-almost half the La
bour vote. In the five elections since then, from 1979 to 1997, the 
winning party has won clear majorities of seats with never more 
than 44 percent of the vote. All of these majorities have been 
what Douglas W. Rae (1967, 74) aptly calls "manufactured ma
jorities"-majorities that are artificially created by the electoral 
system out of mere pluralities of the vote. In fact, all the winning 
parties since 1945 have won with the benefit of such manufac
tured majorities. It may therefore be more accurate to call the 
United Kingdom a plnralitarian democracy instead of a ma
joritarian democracy. The disproportionality of the plurality 
method can even produce an overall winner who has failed to 
win a plurality of the votes: the Conservatives won a clear seat 
majority in the 1951 election not just with less than a majority of 
the votes but also with fewer votes than the Labour party had 
received. 

The disproportional electoral system has been particularly 
disadvantageous to the Liberals and Liberal Democrats, who 
have therefore long been in favor of introducing some form of 
proportional representation (PR). But because plurality has 
greatly benefited the Conservatives and Labour, these two major 
parties have remained committed to the old disproportional 
method. Nevertheless, there are some signs of movement in the 
direction of PRo For one thing, PR was adopted for all elec
tions in Northern Ireland (with the exception of elections to the 
House of Commons) after the outbreak of Protestant-Catholic 
strife in the early 1970s. For another, soon after Labour's elec-
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tion victory in 1997, Prime Minister Tony Blair's new cabinet 
decided that the 1999 election of British representatives to the 
European Parliament would be by PR-bringing the United 
Kingdom in line with all of the other members of the European 
Union. PR will also be used for the election of the new regional 
assemblies for Scotland and Wales. Moreover, an advisory Com
mission on Voting Systems, chaired by former cabinet member 
Lord Jenkins, was instituted to propose changes in the electoral 
system, including the possibility of PR, for the House of Com
mons. Clearly, the principle of proportionality is no longer 
anathema. Still, it is wise to heed the cautionary words of Gra
ham Wilson (1997, 72), who points out that the two major par
ties have a long history of favoring basic reforms, but only until 
they gain power; then "they back away from changes such as 
electoral reform which would work to their disadvantage." 

5. Interest group pluralism. By concentrating power in the 
hands of the majority, the Westminster model of democracy sets 
up a government-versus-opposition pattern that is competitive 
and adversarial. Competition and conflict also characterize the 
majoritarian model's typical interest group system: a system of 
free-far-all pluralism. It contrasts with interest group corpora
tism in which regular meetings take place between the represen
tatives of the government, labor unions, and employers' orga
nizations to seek agreement on socioeconomic policies; this 
process of coordination is often referred to as concertation, and 
the agreements reached are often called tripartite pacts. Concer
tation is facilitated if there are relatively few, large, and strong 
ioterest groups io each of the main functional sectors-labor, 
employers, farmers-and! or if there is a strong peak organiza
tion io each of the sectors that coordinates the preferences and 
desired strategies for each sector. Pluralism, in contrast, means a 
multiplicity of ioterest groups that exert pressure on the govern
ment in an uncoordinated and competitive manner. 

Britain's interest group system is clearly pluralist. The one 
exception is the 1975 Social Contract on wages and prices con-
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cluded between the Labour government, the main labor union 
federation (the Trades Union Congress), and the main employ
ers' federation (the Confederation of British Industry). This con
tract fell apart two years later when the government failed to get 
union agreement to accept further wage restraints and imposed 
wage ceilings unilaterally. The 1980s were characterized even 
more by grim confrontations between Margaret Thatcher's Con
servative government and the labor unions-the very opposite 
of concertation and corporatism. As Michael Gallagher, Michael 
Laver, and Peter Mair (1995, 370) point out, Britain is "decid
edly not a corporatist system" for two important reasons: "The 
first is the general lack of integration of both unions and man
agement into the policymakiog process. The second is the ap
parent preference of both sides for confrontational methods of 
settliog their differences." 

6. Unitary and centralized government. The United King
dom is a unitary and centralized state. Local governments per
form a series of important functions, but they are the creatures of 
the central government and their powers are not constitution
ally guaranteed (as in a federal system). Moreover, they are 
financially dependent on the central government. There are 
no clearly designated geographical and functional areas from 
which the parliamentary majority and the cabinet are barred. 
The Royal Co=ission on the Constitution under Lord Kilbran
don concluded in 1973: "The United Kingdom is the largest 
unitary state in Europe and among the most centralised of the 
major industrial countries io the world" (cited in Busch 1994, 
60). More recently, Prime Minister Tony Blair called the British 
system "the most centralised government of any large state in 
the western world" (cited in Beer 1998, 25). 

Two exceptions should be noted. One is that Northern Ire
land was ruled by its own parliament and cabinet with a high 
degree of autonomy-more than what most states in federal sys
tems have-from 1921, when the Republic of Ireland became 
iodependent, until the imposition of direct rule from London in 
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1972. It is also significant, however, that Northern Ireland's au
tonomy could be, and was, elimioated io 1972 by Parliament by 
means of a simple majoritarian decision. The second exception 
is the gradual movement toward greater autonomy for Scotland 
and Wales-"devolution," in British parlance. But it was not 
until September 1997 that referendums io Scotland and Wales 
finally approved the creation of autonomous and directly elec
ted Scottish and Welsh assemblies and that Prime Minister Blair 
could proclaim the end of the "era of big centralized govern
ment" (cited io Buxton, Kampfner, and Groom 1997, 1). 

7. Concentration of legislative power in a unicamerallegisla
ture. For the organization of the legislature, the majoritarian 
principle of concentrating power means that legislative power 
should be concentrated io a siogle house or chamber. In this 
respect, the United Kiogdom deviates from the pure majoritar
ian model. Parliament consists of two chambers: the House of 
Co=ons, which is popularly elected, and the House of Lords, 
which consists maioly of members of the hereditary nobility but 
also contaios a large number of so-called life peers, appoioted 
by the government. Their relationship is asy=etrical: almost 
all legislative power belongs to the House of CoIIJ.Iri.ons. The 
only power that the House of Lords retains is the power to delay 
legislation: money bills can be delayed for one month and all 
other bills for one year. The one-year limit was established io 
1949; between the first major reform of 1911 and 1949, the 
Lords' delaying power was about two years, but io the entire 
period sioce 1911 they have usually refraioed from imposing 
long delays. 

Therefore, although the British bicameral legislature devi
ates from the majoritarian model, it does not deviate much: in 
everyday discussion io Britaio, "Parliament" refers almost ex
clusively to the House of Co=ons, and the highly asy=etric 
bicameral system may also be called near-unicameralism. More
over, the Lords' power may well be reduced further. Especially 
io the Labour party, there is strong sentiment io favor ofreforms 
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that range from eliminating the voting rights of the hereditary 
members to the abolition of the House of Lords. The change 
from near-unicameralism to pure unicameralism would not be a 
difficult step: it could be decided by a simple majority io the 
House of Co=ons and, if the Lords objected, merely a one-year 
delay. 

B. Constitutional flexibility. Britaio has a constitution that is 
"unwritten" io the sense that there is not one written document 
that specifies the composition and powers of the governmental 
institutions and the rights of citizens. These are defined iostead 
in a number of basic laws-like the Magna Carta of1215, the Bill 
of Rights of 1689, and the Parliament Acts of 1911 and 1949-
co=on law principles, customs, and conventions. The fact 
that the constitution is unwritten has two important implica
tions .. One is that it makes the constitution completely flexible 
because it can be changed by Parliament io the same way as any 
other laws-by regular majorities iostead of the supermajorities, 
like two-thirds majorities, required io many other democracies 
for amending their written constitutions. One slight exception 
to this flexibility is that opposition by the House of Lords may 
force a one-year delay io constitutional changes. 

9. Absence of judicial review. The other important implica
tion of an unwritten constitution is the absence of judicial re
view: there is no written constitutional document with the status 
of "higher law" agaiost which the courts can test the constitu
tionality of regular legislation. Although Parliament normally 
accepts and feels bound by the rules of the unwritten constitu
tion, it is not formally bound by them. With regard to both chang
ing and ioterpreting the constitution, therefore, Parliament
that is, the parliamentary majority-can be said to be the ulti
mate or sovereign authority. In A. V. Dicey's (1915, 37-38) fa
mous formulation, parliamentary sovereignty "means neither 
more nor less than this, namely, that Parliament ... has, under 
the English constitution, the right to make or unmake any law 
whatever; and, further, that no person or body is recognised by 
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the law of England as having a right to override or set aside the 
legislation of Parliament." 

One exception to parliamentary sovereignty is that when 
Britain entered the European Co=unity-a supranational in
stead of merely an international organization-in 1973, it ac
cepted the Co=unity's laws and institutions as higher author
ities than Parliament with regard to several areas of policy. 
Because sovereignty means supreme and ultimate authority, 
Parliament can therefore no longer be regarded as fully sov
ereign. Britain's membership in the European Co=unity
now called the European Union-has also introduced a measure 
of judicial review both for the European Court of Justice and for 
British courts: "Parliament's supremacy is challenged by the 
right of the Co=unity institutions to legislate for the United 
Kingdom (without the prior consent of Parliament) and by the 
right of the courts to rule on the admissibility (in terms of Com
munity law) of future acts of Parliament" (Coombs 1977, 88). 
Similarly, Britain has been a member of the European Conven
tion on Human Rights since 1951, and its acceptance of an op
tional clause of this convention in 1966 has given the European 
Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg the right to review and 
invalidate any state action, including legislation, that it judges 
to violate the human rights entrenched in the convention (Cap
pelletti 1989, 202; Johnson 1998, 155-58). 

10. A central bank controlled by the executive. Central banks 
are responsible for monetary policy, and independent banks are 
widely considered to be better at controlling inflation and main
taining price stability than banks that are dependent on the ex
ecutive. However, central bank independence is clearly in con
flict with the Westminster model's principle of concentrating 
power in the hands of the one-party majority cabinet. As ex
pected, the Bank of England has indeed not been able to act 
independently and has instead been under the control of the 
cabinet. During the 1980s, pressure to make the Bank of England 
more autonomous increased. Two Conservative chancellors of 
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the exchequer tried to convince their colleagues to take this big 
step away from the Westminster model, but their advice was 
rejected (Busch 1994,59). It was not until 1997-one of the first 
decisions of ilie newly elected Labour gove=ent -that the 
Bank of England was given the independent power to set inter
est rates. 

The Wesbninster Model in New Zealand 

Many of the Westminster model's features have been ex
ported to oilier members of the British Co=onwealth, but only 
one country has adopted virtually the entire model: New Zea
land. A major change away from majoritarianism took place in 
1996 when New Zealand held its first election by PR, but the 
New: Zealand political system before 1996 can serve as a second 
instructive example of how the Westminster model works. 

1. Concentration of executive power in one-parly and bare
majority cabinets. For six decades, from 1935 to themid-1990s, 
New Zealand had single-party majority cabinets without excep
tions or interruptions. Two large parties-the Labour party and 
the National party-dominated New Zealand politics, and they 
alternated in office. The one-party majority cabinet formed after 
the last plurality election in 1993 suffered a series of defections 
and briefly became a quasi-coalition cabinet (a coalition with 
the recent defectors), then a one-party minority cabinet, and 
finally a minority coalition-but all of these unusual cabinets 
occurred in the final phase of the transition to the new non
Westminster system (Boston, Levine, McLeay, and Roberts 
1996, 93-96). The only other deviations from single-party ma
jority gove=ent happened much earlier: New Zealand had a 
wartiroe coalition cabinet from 1915 to 1919, and another coali
tion was in power from 1931 to 1935. 

2. Cabinet dominance. In this respect, too, New Zealand was 
a perfect example of the Westminster modeL Just as during most 
of the postwar period in the United Kingdom, the combination 
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of the parliamentary system of government and a two-party sys
tem with cohesive parties made the cabinet predominate over 
the legislature. In the words of New Zealand political scientist 
Stephen Levine (1979, 25-26), the "rigidly disciplined two
party system has contributed to the concentration of power 
within the Cabinet, formed from among the Members ofParlia
ment ... belonging to the majority party." 

3. Two-party system. Two large parties were in virtually com
plete control of the party system, and only these two formed 
cabinets during the six decades from 1935 to the mid-1990s: 
the Labour party (1935-49, 1957-60, 1972-75, and 1984-90) 
and the National party (1949-57, 1960-72, 1975-84, and after 
1990). Party politics revolved almost exclusively around socio
economic issues-Labour represented left-of-center and the Na
tional party right-of-center political preferences. Moreover, un
like in Britain, third parties were almost absent from the New 
Zealand House of Representatives. In eleven of the seventeen 
elections from 1946 to 1993, the two large parties divided all of 
the seats; in five elections, only one other party gained one or 
two seats; and in 1993, two small parties gained two seats each 
(out of ninety-nine). New Zealand's two-party system was there
fore an almost pure two-party system. 

4. Majoritarian and disproportional system of elections. The 
House of Representatives was elected according to the plurality 
method in single-member districts. The only unusual feature 
was that there were four special large districts, geographically 
overlapping the regular smaller districts, that were reserved for 
the Maori minority (comprising about 12 percent of the popula
tion). These four districts entailed a deviation from the major
itarianism of the Westminster model because their aim was to 
guarantee minority representation. From 1975 on, all Maori vot
ers have had the right to register and vote either in the regular 
district or in the special Maori district in which they reside. 

As in the United Kingdom, the plurality system produced 
severely disproportionalresnlts, especially in 1978 and 1981. In 
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the 1978 election, the National party won a clear majority of 
fifty-one out of ninety-two seats even though it won neither a 
majority of the popular vote-its support was only 39.8 per
cent-nor a plurality, because Labour's popular vote was 40.4 
percent; the Social Credit party's 17.1 percent of the vote yielded 
only one seat. In 1981, the National party won another parlia
mentary majority of forty-seven out of ninety-two seats and 

. again with fewer votes than Labour, although the respective per
centages were closer: 38.8 and 39.0 percent; Social Credit now 
won 20.7 percent of the popular vote-more than half of the 
votes gained by either of the two big parties-but merely two 
seats. Moreover, all of the parliamentary majorities from 1954 
on were manufactured majorities, won with less than majori
ties of the popular vote. In this respect, New Zealand was, like 
the United Kingdom, more a pluralitarian than a majoritarian 
democracy. 

5. Interest group pluralism. New Zealand's interest group 
system, like Britain's, is clearly pluralist. Also, again like Brit
ain, New Zealand has had high strike levels-indicative of con
frontation instead of concertation between labor and manage
ment. In comparative studies of corporatism and pluralism, 
many scholars have tried to gauge the precise degree to which 
the interest group systems of the industrialized democracies are 
corporatist or pluralist. Their judgments differ considerably 
with regard to a few of these countries, but on Great Britain and 
New Zealand there is little disagreement: both belong on the 
extreme pluralist end of the pluralist-corporatist spectrum. New 
Zealand, moreover, is generally judged to be slightly more plu
ralist than Britain (Lijphart and Crepaz 1991). Hence in this 
respect, too, New Zealand is the somewhat better example of the 
Westminster modeL 

6. Unitary and centralized government. The "Act to grant a 
Representative Constitution to the Colony of New Zealand," 
passed by the British parliament in 1852, created six provinces 
with considerable autonomous powers and functions vis-a-vis 
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the central gove=ent, bnt these provinces were abolished in 
1875. Today's gove=ental system is nnitary and centralized
not as smprising, of course, for a country with a popnlation of 
less than four million than for the United Kingdom with its 
much larger popnlation of about sixty million people. 

7. Concentration of legislative power in a unicamerallegisla
ture. For about a century, New Zealand had a bicamerallegisla
ture, consisting of an elected lower house and an appointed 
upper house, but the upper house gradually lost power. Its aboli
tion in 1950 changed the asymmetrical bicameral system into 
pure nnicameralism. 

8. Constitutional flexibility. Like the United Kingdom, New 
Zealand lacks a single written constitutional document. Its "un
written" constitution has consisted of a number of basic laws
like the Constitution Acts of 1852 and 1986, the Electoral Acts 
of 1956 and 1993, and the Bill of Rights Act of 1990-conven
tions, and customs.' Some key provisions in the basic laws are 
"entrenched" and can be changed only by three-fourths major
ities of the membership of the House of Representatives or by a 
majority vote in a referendum; however, this entrenchment can 
always be removed by regnlar majorities, so that, in the end, 
majority rule prevails. Hence, like the British parliament, the 
parliament of New Zealand is sovereign. Any law, including 
laws that "amend" the unwritten constitution, can be adopted 
by regnlar majority rule. As one of New Zealand's constitutional 
law experts puts it, "The central principle of the Constitution is 
that there are no effective legal limitations on what Parliament 
may enact by the ordinary legislative process" (Scott 1962,39). 

9. Absence ofjudicial review. Parliamentary sovereignty also 
means, as in Britain, that the courts do not have the right of 
judicial review. The House of Representatives is the sole judge 
of the constitutionality of its own legislation. 

10. A central bank controlled by the executive. Andreas 

2. The Constitution Act of 1852 and Electoral Act of 1956 were superseded 
by the two later acts. 
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Busch (1994, 65) writes that historically New Zealand "has been 
a country with ... a very low degree of central bank inde
pendence," and for the period until 1989, he gives the Reserve 
Bank of New Zealand his lowest rating-indicating even less au
tonomy than that of the Bank of England. This situation was 
changed radically by the Reserve Bank Act of 1989. Price sta
bility was now defined as the primary aim of monetary policy, 

. and the central bank was given the sole responsibility not to 
exceed the target rate of inflation, the precise level of which has 
to be negotiated between the central bank and the minister of 
finance. Inflation levels have decreased dramatically in New 
Zealand: measured in terms of the consumer price index, infla
tion was at double-digit levels during six years in the 1980s, but 
it was only 2 percent on average from 1991 to 1997 (OECD 1998, 
240). Greater central bank independence must be given at least 
some of the credit for this success. 

With only two exceptions-the parliamentary seats reserved 
for the Maori minority and the earlier shift to central bank auton
omy-democracy in New Zealand was, until 1996, more clearly 
majoritarian and hence a better example of the Westminster 
model than British democracy. In fact, especially in view of the 
minority cabinets and frequent defeats of cabinet proposals in 
Britain in the 1970s, Richard Rose conld legitimately claim that 
New Zealand was "the only example of the true British system 
left" (personal co=nnication, April 8, 1982). However, the 
adoption ofPR and the first PR election of parliament in October 
1996 entailed a radical shlft away from the Westroinster model. 

The two major parties were opposed to PR, but they both 
uniotentionally contributed to its adoption. The first impetus 
was the Labour party's unhappiness with the resnlts of the 1978 
and 1981 elections, mentioned above, in which the ,National 
party won parliamentary majorities not only with less than 40 
percent of the popnlar vote but with fewer votes than the Labour 
party had received. When Labour was returned to power in 
1984, it appointed a Royal Co=ission on the Electoral System 
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to reco=end improvements. The co=ission's terms of refer
ence were very broad, however, and it reco=ended not just 
small adjustments but a radical change to PR as well as a refer
endum on whether to adopt it. The government tried to deflect 
this proposal by turning it over to a parliamentary committee, 
which, as expected, rejected PR and instead merely recom
mended minor changes. The election campaign of 1987 put PR 
back on the political agenda: the Labour prime minister prom
ised to let the voters decide the issue by referendum, but his 
party retreated from this pledge after being reelected. Seeking to 
embarrass Labour, the National party opportunistically made 
the same promise in the 1990 campaign, and when they won the 
election, they could not avoid honoring it. The voters then twice 
endorsed PR in referendums held in 1992 and 1993 [Jackson 
and McRobie 1998). 

The form of PR that was adopted and used in the 1996 elec
tion was a system, modeled after the German system, in which 
sixty-five members are elected by plurality in single-member 
districts-including five special Maori districts-and fifty-five 
members by PR from party lists; a crucial provision is that this 
second set of fifty-five seats is allocated to the parties in a way 
that makes the overall result as proportional as possible. There
fore, although the New Zealand term for this system is the 
"mixed member proportional" (MMP) system, implying that it 
is a mixture of PR and something else, it is in fact clearly and 
fully a PR system.3 

The first PR election instantly transformed New Zealand 
politics in several respects (Vowles, Aimer, Banducci, and Karp 
1998). First, the election result was much more proportional 
than those of the previous plurality elections. The largest party, 
the National party, was still overrepresented, but by less than 
three percentage points; it won 33.8 percent of the vote and 36.7 

3. Each voter has two votes, one for a district candidate and one for a party 
list. To avoid excessive fragmentation, parties must win either a minimum of 5 
percent of the list votes or at least one district seat to qualify for list seats. 

F 

WESTMINSTER MODEL 27 

percent of the seats. Second, the election produced a multiparty 
system with an unprecedented six parties gaining representa
tion in parliament. Third, unlike in any other postwar election, 
no party won a majority of the seats. Fourth, an ethnic dimen
sion was added to the party system: the New Zealand First party, 
led by a Maori and winning seventeen seats, including all five of 
the special Maori seats, became the main representative of the 
Maori minority (although it was not a specifically Maori party 
nor supported exclusively by Maori voters). The Christian Co
alition almost succeeded in making the party system even more 
multidimensional by adding a religious issue dimension, but its 
vote fell just short of the required 5 percent threshold. Fifth, in 
contrast with the long line of previous single-party majority cab
inets, a two-party coalition cabinet was formed by the National 
and New Zealand First parties. 

Because of these signific~t deviations from the majorita..-:ian 
model, post-1996 New Zealand is no longer a good, let alone the 
best, example of the "true British system." Hence, in Kurt von 
Mettenheim's (1997, 11) words, "the United Kingdom [now] ap
pears to be the on! y country to have retained the central features 
of the Westminster modeL" It should be noted, however, that 
all of the post-1996 changes in New Zealand heve to do with 
the executives-parties dimension of the majoritarian model, 
comprising the first five of the ten characteristics of the model, 
and that, especially with regard to this first dimension, several 
other former British colonies continue to have predominantly 
Westminster-style institutions. A particularly clear and instruc
tive example is Barbados. 

The Westminster Model in Barbados 

Barbados is a small island state in the Caribbean with a pop
ulation of about a quarter of a million. It has a "strongly homoge
neous society" that is mainly of African descent (Duncan 1994, 
77). It gained its independence from Britain in 1966, but there 
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continues to be "a strong aod pervasive sense of British tradition 
aod culture" (Baoks, Day, aod Muller 1997, 69)-including Brit
ish political traditions. Barbados is often called the "Little En
glaod" of the Caribbeao. 

1. Concentration of executive power in one-party and bare
majority cabinets. Since independence in 1966, Barbados has 
had single-party majority cabinets. Its two large parties-the 
Barbados Labour party (BLP) aod the Democratic Labour party 
(DLP)-have been the overwhelmingly dominaot forces in Bar
bados politics, aod they have alternated in office. Unlike in the 
British aod New Zealaod cases, there are no exceptions or quali
fications to this pattern that need to be noted. In fact, the pat
tern extends back to colonial times. Ever since the establish
ment of universal suffrage aod cabinet government in the early 
1950s, the sequence of single-party majority cabinets has been 
unbroken. 

2. Cabinet dominance. Barbadiao cabinets have been at least 
as dominaot as those of the two earlier examples of the West
minster model. The term elective dictatorship, coined by Lord 
Hailsham for Britain also fits the Barbados system well (Payoe 
1993,69). One special reason for the predominaoce of the cabi
net in Barbados is the small size of the legislature. The Barba
diao House of Assembly had only twenty-four members from 

. 1966 to 1981; this number was increased only slightly to twenty
seven in 1981 aod twenty-eight in 1991. Maoy of the legislators 
are therefore also cabinet ministers, which in turn meaos that, as 
Trevor Munroe (1996, 108) points out, almost one-third of the 
members of the legislature "are in effect constitutionally de
barred from ao independent aod critical staoce in relation to the 
executive." 

3. Two-party system. The same two large parties have con
trolled the party politics of Barbados since independence, aod 
they have formed all of the cabinets: the DLP from 1966 to 1976 
aod from 1986 to 1994, aod the BLP between 1976 to 1986 aod 
from 1994 on. These two parties differ from each other mainly 
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on socioeconomic issues, with the BLP occupying the right-of
center aod the DLP the left-of-center position on the left-right 
spectrum. In five of the seven elections since 1966, no third 
parties won aoy seats; only one small party won two seats in 
1966, aodaoother small party won oneseatin 1994. The strength 
of the two-party system is also illustrated by the fate of the four 
members of parliament who defected from the ruling DLP in 
1989 aod formed a separate party. As Tony Thorndike (1993, 
158) writes, this new party "did not long survive the logic of the 
'first past the post' Westminster system aod the two-party cul
ture of Barbados. In elections in Jaouary 1991 it lost all its four 
seats." 

4. Majoritarian and disproportional system of elections. In 
the elections before independence, including the 1966 election, 
which was held several months before formal independence 
took place, Barbados used the plurality method but not in the 
usual single-member districts. Instead, two-member districts 
were used (E=aouel1992, 6; Duncao 1994,78); these tend to 
increase the disproportionality of the election results because, 
in plurality systems, disproportionality increases as the number 
of representatives elected per district increases. Since 1971, all 
elections have been by plurality in single-member districts, but 
electoral disproportionality has remained high. For instaoce, in 
1971 the DLP won three-fourths of the seats with 57.4 percent of 
the votes, aod in 1986 it won twenty-four of the twenty-seven 
seats (88.9 percent) with 59.4 percent of the votes. In three of the 
elections since 1966, th,e parliamentary majorities were "mao
ufactured" from pluralities of the vote, but in the other four 
elections the seat majoritie,s were genuinely "earned" with pop
ular vote majorities. On balaoce, therefore, Barbados has been 
less of a pluralitariao democracy thao Britain aod New Zealaod. 
Moreover, unlike the other two countries, Barbados has not ex
perienced aoy instaoces of a parliamentary majority won on the 
basis of a second-place finish in the popular vote. 

5. Interest group pluralism. Again like the United Kingdom 
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and New Zealand, Barbados has had an interest group system 
that is pluralist rather than corporatist. In recent years, however, 
there has been a trend toward corporatist practices. In 1993, the 
government, business leaders, and labor unions negotiated a 
pact on wages and prices, which included a wage freeze. This 
agreement was replaced two years later by a new and more flex
ible tripartite pact. 

6-10. The chamcteristics of the second (fedeml-unitary) di
mension of the majoritarian model. Barbados has a unitary and 
centralized form of government-hardly surprising for a small 
country with only a quarter of a million people-but as far as the 
other four characteristics of the federal-unitary dimension are 
concerned, it does not fit the pure majoritarian model. It has a 
bicameral legislature consisting of a popularly elected House of 
Assembly and an appointed Senate that can delay but not veto
a case of asymmetrical bicameralism. It has a written constitu
tion that can be amended only by two-thirds majorities in both 
houses of the legislature. The constitution explicitly gives the 
courts the right of judicial review. Finally, the central bank of 
Barbados has a charter that gives it a medium degree of autonomy 
in monetary policy (Cukierman, Webb, and Neyapti 1994, 45). 

Anthony Payne (1993) argues that the former Britishcolonles 
in the Caribbean are characterized not by Westminster systems 
but by "Westminster adapted." As illustrated by Barbados-but 
by and large also true for the other Co=onwealth democracies 
in the region-this adaptation has affected mainly the second 
dimension of the Westminster model. On the first (executives
parties) dimension, the Westminster model has remained al
most completely intact. The fact that Barbados deviates from 
majoritarianism with regard to most of the characteristics of the 
federal-unitary dimension does not mean, of course, that it devi
ates to such an extent that it is a good example of the contrasting 
model of consensus democracy. In order to illustrate the con
sensus model, I turn in the next chapter to the examples of Swit
zerland, Belgium, and the European Union. 

CHAPTER 3 

The Consensus Model of 
Democracy 

The majoritarian interpretation of the basic defini
tion of democracy is that it means "government by the majority 
of the people." It argues.that majorities should govern and that 
minorities should oppose. This view is challenged by the con
sensus model of democracy. As the Nobel Prize-winningecono
mist Sir Arthur Lewis (1965, 64-65) has forcefully pointed out, 
majority rule and the government-versus-opposition pattern of 
politics that it implies may be interpreted as undemocratic be
cause they are principles of exclusion. Lewis states that the pri
mary meaning of democracy is that "all who are affected by a 
decision should have the chance to participate in making that 
decision either directly or through chosen representatives." 
Its secondary meaning is that "the will of the majority shall 
prevail." If this means that winning parties may make all the 
governmental decisions and that the losers may criticize but 
not govern, Lewis argues, the two meanings are incompatible: 
"to exclude the losing groups from participation in decision
making clearly violates the primary meaning of democracy." 

Majoritarians can legitimately respond that, under two con
ditions, the incompatibility noted by Lewis can be resolved. 
First, the exclusion of the minority is mitigated if majorities and 
minorities alternate in government-that is, if today's minority 
can become the majority in the next election instead of being 
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condemned to permanent opposition. This is how the British. 
New Zealand, and Barbadian two-party systems have worked. 
In Barbados, alternation has operated perfectly since indepen
dence in 1966: neither of the two main parties has won more 
than two elections in a row. In Britain and New Zealand, how
ever, there have been long periods in which one of the two main 
parties was kept out of power: the British Labour party during 
the thirteen years from 1951 to 1964 and the eighteen years from 
1979 to 1997, the New Zealand National party forfourteen years 
from 1935 to 1949, and New Zealand Labour for twelve years 
from 1960 to 1972. 

Even during these extended periods of exclusion from power, 
one can plausibly argue that democracy and majority rule were 
not in conflict because of the presence of a second condition: the 
fact that all three countries are relatively homogeneous societies 
and that their major parties have usually not been very far apart 
in their policy outlooks because they have tended to stay close to 
the political center. One party's exclusion from power may be 
undemocratic in terms of the "government by the people" crite
rion, but if its voters' interests and preferences are reasonably 
well served by the other party's policies in government, the sys
tem approximates the "government for the people" definition of 
democracy. 

In less homogeneous societies neither condition applies. The 
policies advocated by the principal parties tend to diverge to a 
greater extent, and the voters' loyalties are frequently more rigid, 
reducing the chances that the main parties will alternate in ex
ercising gove=ental power. Especially in plural societies
societies that are sharply divided along religious, ideological, 
linguistic, cultural, ethnic, or racial lines into virtually separate 
subsocieties with their own political parties, interest groups, 
and media of co=unication-the flexibility necessary for ma
joritarian democracy is likely to be absent. Under these condi
tions, majority rule is not only undemocratic but also dangerous, 
because minorities that are continually denied access to power 
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will feel excluded and discriminated against and may lose their 
allegiance to the regime. For instance, in the plural society of 
Northern Ireland, divided into a Protestant majority and a Cath
olic minority, majority rule meant that the Unionist party repre
senting the Protestant majority won all the elections and formed 
all of the gove=ents between 1921 and 1972. Massive Catholic 
protests in the late 1960s developed into a Protestant-Catholic 
civil war that could be kept under control only by British mili
tary intervention and the imposition of direct rule from London. 

In the most deeply divided societies, like Northern Ireland, 
majority rule spells majority dictatorship and civil strife rather 
than democracy. What such societies need is a democratic re
gime that emphasizes consensus instead of opposition, that in
cludes rather than excludes, and that tries to maximize the size 
of the ruling majority instead of being satisfied with a bare ma
jority: consensus democracy. Despite their own majoritarian in
clinations, successive British cabinets have recognized this 
need: they have insisted on PR in all elections in Northern Ire
land (except those to the House of Co=ons) and, as a precon
dition for returning political autonomy to Northern Ireland, 
on broad Protestant-Catholic power-sharing coalitions. PR and 
power-sharing are also key elements in the agreement on North
ern Ireland reached in 1998. Similarly, Lewis (1965, 51-55, 65-
84) strongly reco=ends PR, inclusive coalitions, and federal
ism for the plural societies of West Africa. The consensus model 
is obviously also appropriate for less divided but still hetero
geneous countries, and it is a reasonable and workable alter
native to the Westminster model even in fairly homogeneous 
countries. 

The examples I use to illustrate the consensus model are 
Switzerland, Belgium, and the European Union-all multieth
nie entities. Switzerland is the best example: with one excep
tion it approximates the pure model perfectly. Belgium also pro
vides a good example, especially after it formally became a 
federal state in 1993; I therefore pay particular attention to the 
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pattern of Belgian politics in the most recent period. The Euro
pean Union (EU) is a supranational organization-more than 
just an international organization-but it is not, or not yet, a 
sovereign state. Because of the EU's intermediate status, ana
lysts of the European Union disagree on whether to study it as 
an international organization or an incipient federal state, but 
the latter approach is increasingly common (Hbc 1994). This is 
also my approach: if the EU is regarded as a federal state, its 
institutions are remarkably close to the consensus model of de
mocracy. I discuss the Swiss and Belgian prototypes first and in 
tandem with each other and then turn to the EU example. 

The Consensus Model in Switzerland and Belgium 

The consensus model of democracy may be described in 
terms of ten elements that stand in sharp contrast to each of the 
ten majoritarian characteristics of the Westminster model. In
stead of concentrating power in the hands of the majority, the 
consensus model tries to share, disperse, and restrain power in a 
variety of ways. 

1. Executive power-sharing in broad coalition cabinets. In 
contrast to the Westminster model's tendency to concentrate 
executive power in one-party and bare-majority cabinets, the 
consensus principle is to let all or most of the important parties 
share executive power in a broad coalition. The Swiss seven
member national executive, the Federal Council, offers an excel
lent example of such a broad coalition: the three large parties
Christian Democrats, Social Democrats, and Radical Democrats 
-each of which has held about one-fourth of the seats in the 
lower house of the legislature during the post-World War II era, 
and the Swiss People's party, with about one-eighth of the seats, 
share the seven executive positions proportionately according 
to the so-called magic formula of2:2:2:1, established in 1959. An 
additional criterion is that the linguistic groups be represented 
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in rough proportion to their sizes: four or five German-speakers, 
one or two French-speakers, and frequently an Italian-speaker. 
Both criteria are informal rules but are strictly obeyed. 

The Belgian constitution offers an example of a formal re
quirement that the executive include representatives of the 
large linguistic groups. For many years, it had already been the 
custom to form cabinets with approxiroately equal numbers of 
ministers representing the Dutch-speaking majority and the 
French-speaking minority. This became a formal rule in 1970, 
and the new federal constitution again stipulates that "with the 
possible exception of the Prime Minister, the Council of Minis
ters [cabinet] includes as many French-speaking members as 
Dutch-speaking members" (Alen and Ergec 1994). Such a rule 
does not apply to the partisan composition of the cabinet, but 
there have only been about four years bf one-party rule in the 
postwar era, and since 1980 all cabinets have been coalitions of 
between four and six parties. 

2. Executive-legislative balance of power. The Swiss political 
system is neither parliamentary nor presidential. The relation
ship between the executive Federal Council and the legislature 
is explained by Swiss political scientist Jiirg Steiner (1974, 43) 
as follows: "The members of the council are elected individually 
for a fixed term of four years, and, according to the Constitution, 
the legislature cannot stage a vote of no confidence during that 
period. If a government proposal is defeated by Parliament, it is 
not necessary for either the member sponsoring this proposal or 
the Federal Council as a body to resign." This formal separation 
of powers has made both the executive and the legislature more 
independent, and their relationship is much more balanced 
than cabinet-parliament relationships in the British, New Zea
land, and Barbadian cases in which the cabinet is clearly domi
nant. The Swiss Federal Council is powerful but not supreme. 

Belgium has a parliamentary form of government with a cab
inet dependent on the confidence of the legislature, as in the 
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three prototypes of the Westminster model. However, Belgian 
cabinets, largely because they are often broad and uncohesive 
coalitions, are not at all as dominant as their Westminster coun
terparts, and they tend to have a genuine give-and-take relation
ship with parliament. The fact that Belgian cabinets are often 
short-lived attests to their relatively weak position: from 1980 to 
1995, for instance, there were six cabinets consisting of different 
multiparty coalitions-with an average cabinet life of only about 
two and a half years. 

3. Multiparty system. Both Switzerland and Belgium have 
multiparty systems without any party that comes close to major
ity statos. In the 1995 elections to the Swiss National Council, 
fifteen parties won seats, but the bulk of these seats-162 out of 
200-were captured by the four major parties represented on the 
Federal Council. Switzerland may therefore be said to have a 
four-party system. 

Until the late 1960s, Belgium was characterized by a three
party sy~tem consisting of two large parties-Christian Dem
ocrats and Socialists-and the medium-sized Liberals. Since 
then, however, these maj or parties have split along linguistic 
lines and several new linguistic parties have attained promi
nence' creating an extreme multiparty system: about a dozen 
parties have usually been able to win seats in the Chamber of 
Representatives, and nine of these have been important enough 
to be included in one or more cabinets. 

The emergence of multiparty systems in Switzerland and 
Belgium can be explained in terms of two factors. The first is 
that the two countries are plural societies, divided along several 
lines of cleavage. This multiplicity of cleavages is reflected in 
the multidimensional character of their party systems. In Swit
zerland, the religious cleavage divides the Christian Democrats, 
mainly supported by practicing Catholics, from the Social Dem
ocrats and Radicals, who draw most of their support from Catho
lics who rarely or never attend church and from Protestants. The 
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socioeconomic cleavage further divides the Social Democrats, 
backed mainly by the working class, from the Radical Demo
crats, who have more middle-class support. The Swiss People's 
party is especially strong among Protestant farmers. The third 
source of cleavage, language, does not cause much further divi
sion in the Swiss party system, although the Swiss People's 
party's support is mainly in German-speaking Switzerland, and 
the three large parties are relatively loose alliances of cantonal 
parties within which the linguistic cleavage is a significant dif
ferentiator (McRae 1983, 111-14). 

Similarly, the religious cleavage in Catholic Belgium divides 
the Christian Social parties, representing the more faithful Cath
olics, from the Socialists and Liberals, representing rarely prac
ticing or non-practicing Catholics. The Socialists and Liberals 
are divided from each other by class differences. In contrast 
with Switzerland, the linguistic cleavage in Belgium has caused 
further splits both by dividing the above three groupings, which 
used to be Belgium's three dominant parties, into sep!ll:ate and 
smaller Dutch-speaking and French-speaking parties and by 
creating several additional small linguistic parties (McRae 1986, 
130-48). 

4. Proportional representation. The second explanation for 
the emergence of multiparty systems in Switzerland and Bel
gium is that their proportional electoral systems have not in
hibited the translation of societal cleavages into party-system 
cleavages. In contrast with the plurality method, which tends to 
overrepresent large parties and to underrepresent small parties, 
the basic aim of proportional representation (PR) is to divide the 
parliamentary seats among the parties in proportion to the votes 
they receive. The lower houses of both legislatures are elected 
byPRo 

5. Interest group corporatism. There is some disagreement 
among experts on corporatism about the degree of corporatism 
in Switzerland and Belgium, mainly because the labor unions 



38 CONSENSUS MODEL 

in these two countries tend to be less well organized and less 
influential than business. This disagreement can be resolved, 
however, by distinguishing between two variants of corpora
tism: social corporatism in which the labor unions predominate 
and liberal corporatism in which business associations are the 
stronger force. Peter J. Katzenstein (1985, 105, 130) uses Swit
zerland and Belgium as two exemplars of the latter, and he con
cludes that Switzerland "most clearly typifies the traits charac
teristic of liberal corporatism." Both countries clearly show the 
three general elements of corporatism: tripartite concertation, 
relatively few and relatively large interest groups, and the prom
inence of peak associations. Gerhard Lehmbruch (1993, 52) 
writes that "the strength of Swiss peak associations is remark
able, and it is generally acbowledged that the cohesion of 
Swiss interest associations is superior to that of Swiss political 
parties." Moreover, Klaus Armingeon (1997) argues that, al
though the extent and effectiveness of corporatism in many Eu
ropean countries has been declining in the 1990s, it continues to 
be strong in Switzerland. 

6. Federal and decentralized government. Switzerland is a 
federal state in which power is divided between the central gov
ernment and the governments of twenty cantons and six so
called half-cantons, produced by splits in three formerly united 
cantons. The half-cantons have only one instead of two repre
sentatives in the Swiss federal chamber, the Council of States, 
and they carry only half the weight of the regular cantons in the 
voting on constitutional amendments; in most other respects, 
however, their status is equal to that of the full cantons. Switzer
land is also one of the world's most decentralized states. 

Belgium was a unitary and centralized state for a long time, 
but from 1970 on it gradually moved in the direction of both 
decentralization and federalism; in 1993, it formally became a 
federal state. The form of federalism adopted by Belgium is a 
"unique federalism" (Fitzmaurice 1996) and one of "Byzantine 
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complexity" (McRae 1997, 289), because it consists of three geo
graphically defined regionS-Flanders, Wallonia, and the bilin
gual capital of Brussels-and three nongeographically defined 
cultural co=unities-the large Flemish and French co=u
nities and the much smaller German-speaking co=unity. The 
main reason for the construction of this two-layer system was 
that the bilingual area of Brussels has a large majority of French
speakers, but that it is surrounded by Dutch-speaking Flanders. 
There is a considerable overlap between regions and co=u
nities, but they do not match exactly. Each has its own legisla
tore and executive, except that in Flanders the government of 
the Flemish cO=unity also serves as the government of the 
Flemish region. 

7. Strong bicameralism. The principal justification for in
stituting a bicameral instead of a unicameral legislature is to 
give special representation to minorities, including the smaller 
states in federal systems, in a second chamber or upper house. 
Two conditions have to be fulfilled if this minority represen
tation is to be meaningful: the upper house has to be elected on 
a different basis than the lower house, and it must have real 
power-ideally as much power as the lower house. Both of these 
conditions are met in the Swiss system: the National Council is 
the lower house and represents the Swiss people, and the Coun
cil of States is the upper or federal chamber representing the 
cantons, with each canton having two representatives and each 
half-canton one representative. Hence the small cantons are 
much more strongly represented in the Council of States than 
in the National Council. Moreover, as Wolf Linder (1994, 47) 
writes, the "absolute equality" of the two chambers is a "sacro
sanct rule" in Switzerland. 

The two Belgian chambers of parliament-the Chamber of 
Representatives and the Senate-had virtually equal powers in 
prefederal Belgium, but they were both proportionally consti
tuted and hence very similar in composition. The new Senate, 
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elected for the first time in 1995, especially represents the two 
cultural-linguistic groups, but it is still largely proportionally 
constituted and not designed to provide overrepresentation for 
the French-speaking and German-speaking minorities.' More
over, its powers were reduced in comparison with the old Sen
ate; for instance, it no longer has budgetary authority (Senelle 
1996, 283). Hence the new federal legislature of Belgium ex
emplifies a relatively weak rather than strong bicameralism. 

8. Constitutional rigidity. Both Belgium and Switzerland 
have a written constitution-a single document containing the 
basic rules of governance-that can be changed only by special 
majorities. Amendments to the Swiss constitution require the 
approval in a referendum of not ouly a nationwide majority of 
the voters but also majorities in a majority of the cantons. The 
half-cantons are given half weight in the canton-by-canton cal
cplation; this means that, for instance, a constitutional amend
ment can be adopted by 13.5 cantons in favor and 12.5 against. 
The requirement of majority cantonal approval means that the 
populations of the smaller cantons and half-cantons, with less 
than 20 percent of the total Swiss population, can veto constitu
tional changes. 

In Belgium, there are two types of supermajorities. All con
stitutional amendments require the approval oftwo-thirds'ma
jorities in both houses of the legislature. Moreover, laws pertain
ing to the organization and powers of the co=unities and 
regions have a semiconstitutional status and are even harder to 
adopt and to amend: in addition to the two-thirds majorities in 

1. Most senators-forty out of seventy-one-are directly elected from two 
multimember districts that are partly defined in nongeographical terms-one 
comprising Flanders and Dutch-speakers in Brussels and the other Wallonia and 
French-speaking Bruxellois. The remainjng thlrty-one senators are indirectly 
elected or coopted in different ways. The overall linguistic composition is: forty
Oile Dutch-speakers, twenty-nine French-speakers, and Oile German-speaker. A 
fwther curious provision is that any adult children of the king are "senators by 
right." 
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both houses, they require the approval of majorities within the 
Dutch-speaking group as well as within the French-speaking 
group in each of the houses. This rule gives the French-speakers 
an effective minority veto. 

9. Judicial review. Switzerland deviates in one respect from 
the pure consensus model: its supreme court, the Federal Tri
bunal, does not have the rigltt of judicial review. A popular 
initiative that tried to introduce it was decisively rejected in a 
1939 referendum (Codding 1961, 112).2 

There was no judicial review in Belgium either until 1984, 
when the new Court of Arbitration was inaugurated. The court's 
original main responsibility was the interpretation of the consti
tutional provisions concerning the separation of powers be
tween the central, co=unity, and regional governments. Its 
authority was greatly expanded by the constitutional revision of 
1988, and the Court of Arbitration can now be regarded as agen
uine constitutional court (Alen and Ergec 1994, 20-22; Veroug
straete 1992, 95). 

10. Central bank independence. Switzerland's central bank 
has long been regarded as one of the strongest and most inde
pendent central banks, together with the German Bundesbank 
and the Federal Reserve System in the United States. In contrast, 
the National Bank of Belgium was long one of the weakest cen
tral banks. However, its autonomy was substantially reinforced 
in the early 1990s, roughly at the same time as the transition to a 
federal system, but mainly as a result of the Maastricht Treaty, 
signed in 1992 and ratified in 1993, which obligated the EU 
member states to enhance the independence of their central 
banks. Robert Senelle (1996, 279) concludes that the Belgian 
central bank now enjoys a "high degree of autonomy ... in the 
conduct ofits monetary policy." 

2. National laws can, however, be challenged in a different manner: if, within 
ninety days of the passage ofalaw, a minimum offifty thousand citizens demand 
a referendum on it, a majority of Swiss voters can reject it. 
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The Consensus Model in the European Union 

The principal institutions of the European Union do not fit 
the classification into executive, legislative, judicial, and mone
tary organs as easily as those of the five sovereign states dis
cussed so far. This is especially true for the European Council, 
which consists of the heads of gove=ent of the fifteen member 
states, meeting at least twice a year; it can exert great political 
influence, and most of the major steps in the development of the 
European Co=unity and, since 1993, of the European Union 
have been initiated by the European Council. Of the other in
stitutions, the European Commission serves as the executive of 
the EU and can be compared to a cabinet; the European Parlia
mentis the lower house of the legislature; and the Council of the 

. European Union can be regarded as the upper house. The re
sponsibilities of the European Court of Justice and the European 
Central Bank are clear from their names. 

1. Executive power-sharing in broad coalition cabinets. The 
European Commission consists of twenty members, each with a 
specific ministerial responsibility, appointed by the govern
ments of the member states. The five largest states-Germany, 
the United Kingdom, France, Italy, and Spain-appoint two 
commissioners apiece, and each of the other ten members ap
points one commissioner. Because all fifteen nations that belong 
to the EU are represented on it, the Co=ission is a broad and 
permanent internation coalition. In practice, the Commission is 
also a coalition that unites the left, center, and right of the politi
cal spectrum in Europe. A telling example is that, in the mid-
1990s, the two British commissioners were Conservative Leon 
Brittan and former Labour party leader Neil Kinnock-politi
dans who are extremely unlikely ever to serve together in a 

British cabinet. 
2. Executive-legislative balance of power. After each five

yearly parliamentary election, the new European Co=ission 
must be approved by a vote in the European Parliament. Parlia-
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ment also has the power to dismiss the Commission, but only by 
a two-thirds majority. Parliament has strong budgetary powers, 
but although its other legislative powers were enhanced by the 
Amsterdam Treaty of 1997, they remain relatively weak. In com
parison with the Commission, the Parliament's role appears to 
be subordinate. This judgment of executive-legislative relation
ships changes, however, when we add the Council of the Euro
pean Union-composed of ministers from the governments of 
the fifteen member states-to the picture. George Tsebelis and 
Jeannette Money (1997, 180) call the Council "the European 
equivalent of [an] upper house." The Council is also clearly the 
strongest of the three institutions. Overall, therefore, the Com
mission is much more like the equal partner in the consensus 
model than the dominant cabinet in the Westminster model. 

3. Multiparty system. The 626-member European Parliament 
had eight officially recognized parties (comprising the mini
mum of 18 members required for recognition) in 1996. The larg
est of these was the Party of European Socialists with about 34 
percent of the seats in Parliament-far short of a parliamen
tary majority. The next largest was the European People's party 
(mainly Christian Democrats) with about 29 percent of the seats. 
None of the other parties held more than 10 percent of the seats. 
The political fragmentation is even greater than appears from 
this muitiparty pattern because the parties in the European Par
liament are considerably less cohesive and disciplined than the 
parties in the national parliaments. The partisan composition of 
the "upper house," the Council of the European Union, changes 
as the cabinets of the member countries change, and it also de
pends on the subject matter being discussed, which determines 
which particular minister will attend a particular session; for 
instance, if farm policies are on the Council's agenda, the na
tional ministers of agriculture are likely to attend. In practice, 
however, the Council is also a multiparty body. 

4. Proportional representation. The European Parliament 
has been directly elected since 1979. It is supposed to be elected 
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in each country according to a uniform electoral system, but the 
member countries have not been able to agree on such a system. 
Nevertheless, the prevalent method is some variant of PR, and 
PR is used in all of the member countries and in Northern Ire
land. The only exception has been the election by plurality of 
the British representatives from the United Kingdom, but in 
1997 the new Labour cabinet decided that the 1999 European 
Parliament elections in the United Kingdom would be entirely 
by PRo Even then, however, there will still be a significant de
gree of disproportionality as a result of the overrepresentation of 
the small states and the underrepresentation of the large states 
in the European Parliament. At the extremes, Germany has 
ninety-nine and Luxembourg six representatives in the Euro
pean Parliament, even though Germany's population is about 
two hundred times larger than Luxembourg'S. In this respect, 
the European Parliament combines in one legislative chamber 
the principles of proportional representation and of equal na
tional representation that, for instance, in Switzerland are em
bodied in two separate houses of the legislature. 

5. Interest group corporatism. The EU has not yet developed 
a full-fledged corporatism, largely because the most important 
socioeconomic decisions are still made at the national level or 
subject to national vetoes. As the EU becomes more integrated, 
the degree of corporatism is bound to increase. In the title of 
Michael J. Gorges's (1996) book Euro-Corporatism? the question 
mark is deliberate, and Gorges answers the question mainly in 
the negative for the present situation, but he also sees significant 
corporatist elements in certain sectors as well as a clear trend 
toward greater corporatism. One important factor is that the Eu
ropeao Commission has long favored a corporatist mode of ne
gotiating with interest groups. For instaoce, it sponsored a series 
of tripartite conferences during the 1970s, and although these 
did not lead to the institutionalization of tripartite bargaining, 
"the Commission never abandoned its goal of promoting a dia
logue between the social partners and of improving their partici-
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pation in the Community's decision-making process" (Gorges 
1996, 139). Another indication of the EU's inclination toward 
corporatism is that one of its formal institutions is the advi
sory Economic aod Social Co=ittee, which consists of interest 
group representatives appointed by the member gove=ents. 

6. Federal and decentralized government. Compared with 
other international organizations, the supranational EU is highly 

. unified and centralized, but compared with national states
even as decentralized a state as Switzerlaod-the EU is obvi
ously still more "confederal" than federal as well as extremely 
decentralized. 

7. Strong bicameralism. The two criteria of strong bicameral
ism are that the two houses of a legislature be equal in strength 
and different in composition. The EU's legislature fits the sec
ond criterion without difficulty: the Council has equal represen
tation of the member countries and consists of representatives of 
the national gove=ents, whereas the Parliament is directly 
elected by the voters aod the national delegations are weighted 
by population size. In national legislatures, deviations from 
equal power tend to be to the advantage of the lower house. In 
the EU it is the other way around: the upper house (Council) 
is considerably more powerful than the lower house (parlia
mentJ-not fully in accordance with the consensus model, but 
even less with the majoritarian model. 3 

8. Constitutional rigidity. The EU's "constitution" consists 
of the founding Treaty of the European Economic Co=unity, 
signed in Rome in 1957, and a series of both earlier and subse
quent treaties. Because these are international treaties, they can 
be changed only with the consent of all of the signatories. Hence 
they are extremely rigid. In addition, most important decisions 
in the Council require unanimity; on less important matters, it 
has become more co=on since the 1980s to make decisions by 

3. Another notable example of at least a slight asymmetry favoring the upper 
house is the U.S. Congress in which the Senate has special powers over treaties 
and appointments. 
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"qualified majority voting," that is, by roughly two-thirds major
ities and by means of a weighted voting system (similar to the 
weighted allocation of seats in the European Parliament). 

9. Judicial review. A key EU institution is the European Court 
of Justice. The Court has the right of judicial review and can 
declare both EU laws and national laws unconstitutional if they 
violate the various EU treaties. Moreover, the Court's approach 
to its judicial tasks has been creative and activist. Martin Sha
piro and Alec Stone (1994, 408) write that "clearly the two most 
politically influential constitutional courts in Europe are those 
of Germany and the Co=unity [EU] .... There are few in
stances as observable and as important as the ECJ [European 
Court of Justice] case of a court building itself as a political 
institution, and building the whole set of institutions of which it 
is a part." 

10. Central bank independence. The European Central Bank, 
which started operating in 1998, was designed to be a highly 
independent central bank; indeed, the Economist (November 8, 
1997) wrote that "its constitution makes it the most indepen
dent central bank in the world." However, its independence was 
compromised to some extent when the first bank president was 
appointed in 1998. In order to maximize the president's author
ity, the appointment is formally for an eight-year term, but the 
first president had to pledge to resign well before the end of his 
term, probably after about four years, as part of a political deal 
between France, which had insisted on its own candidate, and 
the other EU members. 

In the beginning of ills chapter, I emphasized that the majori
tarian model was incompatible with the needs of deeply di
vided, plural societies. The EU is clearly such a plural society: 
"Deep-seated and long-standing national differences, of which 
language is only one, have not and will not disappear in Europe" 
(Kirchner 1994, 263). Hence it is not surprising that the EU's 
institutions conform largely to the consensus instead of the ma
joritarian model. Many observers predict that the EU will even-

CONSENSUS MODEL 47 

tually become a federal state, especially as a result of the adop
tion of a co=on currency. For instance, Martin Feldstein (1997, 
60) asserts that the "fundamental long-term effect of adopting a 
single currency [will] be the creation of a political union, a Euro
pean federal state with responsibility for a Europe-wide foreign 
and security policy as well as for what are now domestic eco
nomic and social policies." If and when the EU develops into a 
sovereign European state, its institutions are likely to change

. the European Parliament, for instance, will probably become a 
more powerful legislative chamber-but it is not likely to stray 
far from the consensus model, and it is almost certain to take the 
form of a federal United States of Europe. 



































Introduction

The democratic ideal now reigns unchallenged, but regimes
claiming to be democratic come in for vigorous criticism
almost everywhere. In this paradox resides the major political
problem of our time. Indeed, the erosion of citizens’ confi-
dence in political leaders and institutions is among the
phenomena that political scientists have studied most intently
over the past twenty years. National and comparative research
has yielded a clear diagnosis. The literature on voter absten-
tion is also abundant. Significantly, even the newest democ-
racies suffer from this affliction, as a glance at the formerly
Communist countries of Eastern Europe and the erstwhile
dictatorships of Asia and Latin America shows. How are we to
understand this situation, which has been variously described as
a “crisis,” a “malaise,” a “disaffection,” and a “breakdown”?
Most explanations invoke a series of factors, including the rise
of individualism, anxious retreat into the private sphere,
decline of political will, and rule by elites increasingly cut off
from the broader public.We hear frequently about the “decline
of politics,” and blame is said to lie with rulers who cannot see
or abdicate their responsibilities as well as with people who
have become discouraged by or indifferent to the political.
Something is missing, critics say; something has gone wrong.
Today’s democracies have somehow deviated from an original
model, somehow betrayed their original promise. Such judg-
ments are commonplace nowadays: a bleak or bitter appraisal
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of the present is linked to nostalgia for a largely idealized civic
past. In some cases what emerges from these expressions of
disappointment is a muted or partially concealed hatred of
democracy.

This work takes a different approach to understanding
the current state of democracies. In particular, I propose to
expand the scope of analysis by attending to the ways in which
different societies have responded to the dysfunctions of rep-
resentative regimes. Historically, the rise of democracy has
always represented both a promise and a problem: a promise
insofar as democracy reflected the needs of societies founded
on the dual imperative of equality and autonomy; and a prob-
lem, insofar as these noble ideals were a long way from being
realized. Wherever democracy was tried, it remained incom-
plete – in some places grossly perverted, in others subtly
constricted, in still others systematically thwarted. In a sense,
there has never been a fully “democratic” regime, if we take the
word in its fullest sense. Actual democracies have failed to
develop as fully as they might have done, and some have been
snuffed out. Thus disappointment has always coexisted with
the hope of liberation from dependence and despotism. The
idea of basing the legitimacy of government on election has
nearly always gone hand-in-hand with citizen mistrust of the
powers-that-be. The famous “Agreement of the Free People of
England,” published in London on May 1, 1649, was the first
modern democratic manifesto, yet already we can see a duality
of trust and distrust in its text. Guarantees of civil and religious
liberties, trial by jury, universal suffrage, limited terms of
office, strict subordination of the military to the civilian
powers, and universal access to public office – all the principles
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on which the revolutions of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries would thrive can be found here. Significantly, how-
ever, the document also refers to the “woeful experience” of
corruption, to the risk that special interests might, in spite of all
precautions, seize power and turn representative government
to domination of a novel sort. Thus, even as the terms of
legitimate government were set forth, a “reserve of mistrust”
found expression in the same breath.

The society of distrust

The history of real democracies has always involved
tension and conflict. Thus legitimacy and trust, which the
theory of democratic-representative government has tried
to link through the electoral mechanism, are in fact distinct.
These two political attributes, which are supposedly fused in
the ballot box, are actually different in kind. Legitimacy is a
juridical attribute, a strictly procedural fact. It is a pure and
incontestable product of voting. Trust is far more complex. It is
a sort of “invisible institution,” to borrow a well-known for-
mula from the economist Kenneth Arrow.1 Its functions are
at least three in number. First, it represents an expansion of
legitimacy, in that it adds to a mere procedural attribute both a
moral dimension (integrity in the broadest sense) and a sub-
stantive dimension (concern for the common good). Trust also
plays a temporal role: it implies that the expansion of legiti-
macy continues into the future. Thus Simmel observed that

1 See Kenneth J. Arrow, The Limits of Organization (New York: Norton,
1974), p. 26.
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trust is essentially “an hypothesis about future behavior.”2

Finally, trust is an institutional economizer, in that it eliminates
the need for various procedures of verification and proof. The
gap between legitimacy and trust has been a central problem in
the history of democracy. The existence of such a gap has been
the rule, its elimination the exception. (One sometimes speaks
of a “state of grace” to describe the brief period following an
election, during which the two attributes merge into one, but
this is an exception.) In reaction to this general situation,
democracies have developed in two directions. First, a variety
of measures have been proposed to strengthen the constraints
of procedural legitimacy. For instance, the frequency of elec-
tions has been increased, and various schemes of direct
democracy have been employed to limit the independence of
elected representatives. What all these initiatives have in com-
mon is that they seek to improve the quality of “electoral
democracy.”At the same time, however, a complex assortment
of practical measures, checks and balances, and informal as
well as institutional social counter-powers has evolved in order
to compensate for the erosion of confidence, and to do so by
organizing distrust. It is impossible to theorize about democ-
racy or recount its history without discussing these organized
forms of mistrust.

2 George Simmel, Sociologie: Études sur les formes de la socialisation (Paris:
Presses Universitaires de France, 1999), pp. 355–356. He writes: “Certain
enough to furnish the basis of practical action, trust is also an intermediate
state between knowledge and ignorance of others. A person who knows
everything has no need of trust. One who knows nothing cannot
reasonably bestow his trust.”
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If we wish to comprehend the variety of democratic
experiences, we must therefore consider two aspects of the
phenomenon: the functions and dysfunctions of electoral-
representative institutions on the one hand and the organiza-
tion of distrust on the other. Until now, historians and political
theorists have been primarily concerned with the first aspect.
I myself have explored this dimension of the problem in a series
of works on the institutions of citizenship, representation, and
sovereignty.3 Now it is time to explore the second dimension.
To be sure, various expressions of democratic distrust have
been treated in any number of monographs dealing with sub-
jects such as the history of resistance to the extension of public
power and the reactions such resistance provoked, or the
sociology of forms of civic disaffection and rejection of the
political system. Various specific forms of action and partic-
ular attitudes have thus come in for careful scrutiny, but these
have never been combined in a more general framework, apart
perhaps from some very broad and quite vague attempts to
view these phenomena in the context of the struggle for a freer,
more just world. In this work, by contrast, I propose to view
the manifold manifestations of mistrust in a comprehensive
framework in order to bring out in a systematic and coherent
way the most profound characteristics of the phenomenon.
In short, I wish to understand the manifestations of mistrust
as elements of a political system. I further intend to use this as

3 See my trilogy Le Sacre du citoyen: Histoire du suffrage universel en France
(Paris: Gallimard, 1992); Le Peuple introuvable: Histoire de la
représentation démocratique en France (Paris: Gallimard, 1998); La
Démocratie inachevée: Histoire de la souveraineté du peuple en France
(Paris: Gallimard, 2000).
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the basis for a broader understanding of how democracies
work and a deeper knowledge of the history and theory of
democracy.

In order to place the problem in its proper context,
I should first point out that the expression of distrust took two
main forms: liberal and democratic. Liberal distrust of power
has often been theorized and commented on. Montesquieu
gave it its canonical expression,4 and the Founding Fathers of
the American regime gave it constitutional form. Throughout
the period during which the American Constitution was
debated, Madison was obsessed with the need to prevent the
concentration of power. His goal was not to establish a good
strong government based on the confidence of the people; it
was rather to constitute a weak government in which suspicion
would be institutionalized. It was not to crown the citizen but
to protect the individual from the encroachments of public
authority.

In France, men like Benjamin Constant and the econ-
omist Jean Sismondi, who was also one of the leading political
theorists of the early nineteenth century, took similar posi-
tions. For Sismondi, the cornerstone of every liberal regime
was “the constant disposition to resistance.”5 For these writers,

4 Recall the formulation in De l’esprit des lois, book XI, chap. 4 (1758): “It is
an eternal experience that any man who wields power is likely to abuse
it; he will proceed until he encounters limits. Who would have guessed?
Even virtue needs limits. If power is not to be abused, things must be
arranged so that power checks power.”

5 See Jean Charles Léonard Simonde de Sismondi, Études sur les
constitutions des peuples libres (Brussels, 1836), p. 230: “All institutions
must be placed under the guarantee of this disposition.”
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the memory of the ancien régime was decisive. They sought to
block any possible return to despotism. Hence more democ-
racy automatically meant greater suspicion of governmental
power.6 Similarly, Benjamin Constant went so far as to argue
that liberty depends on the public’s systematic opposition
to the agents of government. He even spoke of the need for
“surveillance in hatred.”7 His true originality lay elsewhere,
however: he was the first to distinguish clearly between an
“ancient” form of distrust deriving from a refusal to accept
the imposition of arbitrary powers on society and a “modern”
form stemming from the recognition that even new regimes
based on the general will could go astray. Pointing to the
“terrifying example” of Robespierre, he noted that France
had been shattered in 1793 when “universal trust” in the polit-
ical process “brought respected men into administrative posi-
tions,” yet those same men “allowed murderous groups to
organize.”8 He therefore argued that limits had to be placed
on democratic confidence itself. In 1829, shortly before the
charter of the parliamentary monarchy established a regime
of the type he had always favored, he praised the proposed
text by asserting bluntly that “every [good] constitution is an
act of distrust.”9 Liberal distrust can be seen as a form of
“preventive power,” to borrow an expression of Bertrand de

6 See Mark E. Warren’s introduction to Democracy and Trust (Cambridge
University Press, 1999).

7 Benjamin Constant, De la force du gouvernement actuel de la France et de
la nécessité de s’y rallier ([Paris], 1796), p. 66.

8 Ibid., p. 67.
9 Courrier français, November 5, 1829, in Benjamin Constant, Recueil
d’articles, 1829–1830 (Paris: Champion, 1992), p. 53.
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Jouvenel’s.10 It therefore belongs with an anxious and pessi-
mistic view of democracy. Distrust here takes the form of
suspicion of the power of the people, fear of its expression,
and doubts about universal suffrage.

The second type of distrust can be called democratic.
Its purpose is to make sure that elected officials keep their
promises and to find ways of maintaining pressure on the
government to serve the common good. In this book I shall
be concerned with democratic distrust, which is the primary
form of distrust in the post-totalitarian era. Democratic dis-
trust can be expressed and organized in a variety of ways, of
which I shall emphasize three main types: powers of oversight,
forms of prevention, and testing of judgments. Operating
within electoral-representative democracy, these three counter-
powers describe the broad outlines of what I propose to
call counter-democracy. By “counter-democracy” I mean not
the opposite of democracy but rather a form of democracy that
reinforces the usual electoral democracy as a kind of buttress, a
democracy of indirect powers disseminated throughout soci-
ety – in other words, a durable democracy of distrust, which
complements the episodic democracy of the usual electoral-
representative system. Thus counter-democracy is part of a
larger system that also includes legal democratic institutions.
It seeks to complement those institutions and extend their
influence, to shore them up. Hence counter-democracy should
be understood and analyzed as an authentic political form,
which it is the purpose of this book to describe and evaluate.

10 Bertrand de Jouvenel, “The Means of Contestation,” Government and
Opposition 1, no. 2 (Jan. 1966).
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The democratic form of political distrust is especially
important because of the erosion of trust in contemporary
society. Three factors – scientific, economic, and sociological –
account for the rise of the society of distrust. Ulrich Beck has
shed much light on the scientific factor in his book on “the risk
society.”11 He begins from the banal observation that people
ceased to feel optimistic about the promise of technology in
the 1960s. In the current age of catastrophe and uncertainty,
modern industry and technology tend to be associated more
with risk than with progress. The risk society is by its very
nature wary of the future, yet its citizens are still obliged to
place their trust in scientists because they cannot weigh the
relevant issues without the aid of specialists. Thus the role of
scientists is as problematic as it is indispensable, and this is
a source of resentment. Citizens have no alternative but to
oblige scientists to explain their thinking and justify their
actions. The strategy is thus one of institutionalizing distrust
in a positive way, so as to serve as a kind of protective barrier, a
guarantee of the interests of society. Beck’s critics have called
attention to the paradoxical nature of this strategy: “The citi-
zen who wishes to resolve problems that specialists were able
neither to foresee nor to avoid finds himself once again at their
mercy. His only option is to continue to delegate authority to
specialists while at the same time searching for new ways to
monitor and oversee their work.”12 Thus progress in science

11 Ulrich Beck, La Société du risque: Sur la voie d’une autre modernité (Paris:
Aubier, 2001).

12 Michel Callon, Pierre Lascoumes, and Yannick Barthe, Agir dans un
monde incertain: Essai sur la démocratie technique (Paris: Éditions du
Seuil, 2001), p. 311.
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and technology has given rise to specific forms of social
distrust. The “precautionary principle” is often invoked in
this connection, but the term only partially succeeds in captur-
ing the complexity of the phenomenon (which bears some
similarity to the liberal notion of checks and balances in the
political domain).

Confidence in macroeconomic management has also
waned. If macroeconomics is a science concerned with pre-
dicting future behavior, there is no denying that our ability to
make economic forecasts has diminished. Medium- and long-
term predictions can no longer be relied on, either because the
responsible agencies no longer have the technical means to
issue them or have been mistaken so often in the past that they
have lost all credibility. In France the legislature used to vote
on what rate of economic growth it wished to achieve over the
next five years. The very idea of setting the growth rate by
legislative fiat now seems hopelessly outdated, yet it was a
common practice just thirty years ago, when economic plan-
ning was still a recognized prerogative of government, at least
in France. Today’s economy, both more open to the world
and more complex than yesterday’s, seems far less predictable.
Attitudes toward economic forecasting therefore reflect grow-
ing distrust as well, and this distrust is amplified by a wide-
spread belief that public policy cannot do much about the
economy in any case.

In addition to scientific and economic reasons for
distrust, social changes have also heightened suspicion of
authority. In a “society of estrangement,” to borrow an expres-
sion from Michael Walzer, the material bases of social con-
fidence crumble. Individuals trust one another less because
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they have fewer personal ties. Major comparative studies have
shown that diminished trust in others is closely correlated
with growing distrust of government. Brazil, which tops the
charts in terms of political distrust, is also the country in which
indices of interpersonal trust are lowest. The situation in
Denmark is exactly the reverse, and the contrast suggests
that a high level of confidence in others can be associated
with a lower degree of suspicion of government.13 It is signifi-
cant, moreover, that tolerance of corruption also increases
as disenchantment with democracy does.14 Thus democratic
distrust coincides with and reinforces structural distrust.
Taking all of these factors into account suggests that contem-
porary society can be described as a “society of generalized
distrust.”15 This type of society forms the social backdrop to

13 Only 2.8 percent of Brazilians agree with the statement that “you can trust
most people,” compared with 66.5 percent of Danes (for France, the figure
is 22.2 percent, toward the bottom of the list). See Ronald Inglehart et al.,
Human Beliefs and Values: A Cross-Cultural Sourcebook Based on the
1999–2002 Values Surveys (Mexico: Siglo XXI, 2004).

14 See Alejandro Moreno, “Corruption and Democracy: A Cultural
Assessment,” in R. Inglehart, ed., Human Values and Social Change:
Findings from the Values Surveys (Leyden and Boston: Brill, 2003).

15 For France, see the survey Euro RSCG, La Société de défiance généralisée:
Enquête sur les nouveaux rapports de force et les enjeux relationnels dans la
société française (July 2004). No doubt the perception of growing distrust
has fueled the recent interest of sociologists and philosophers in the
concept of trust. See especially the work of Russell Hardin, Diego
Gambetta, and Mark E. Warren. In French, see Vincent Mangematin and
Christian Thuderoz,Des mondes de confiance: Un concept à l’épreuve de la
réalité sociale (Paris: CNRS, 2003), and, with Denis Harrison, La
Confiance: Approches économiques et sociologiques (Montreal: Gaëtan
Morin, 1999).
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the transformation of democracy whose history will be
recounted in what follows.

The three dimensions of counter-democracy

Let us begin by looking at powers of oversight. In
order to understand the nature of such powers and trace them
back to their inception, we must first recall that the idea of
popular sovereignty found historical expression in two differ-
ent ways. The first was the right to vote, the right of citizens
to choose their own leaders. This was the most direct expres-
sion of the democratic principle. But the power to vote periodi-
cally and thus bestow legitimacy on an elected government
was almost always accompanied by a wish to exercise a more
permanent form of control over the government thus elected.
People recognized immediately that the sanction of the ballot
box was insufficient to compel elected representatives to keep
their promises to the voters. For a while, to be sure, it was
thought that representatives could be tethered by instructions
issued by their constituents in the form of an “imperative
mandate.” But this idea proved to be incompatible with the
idea of open parliamentary debate, since there can be no
genuine debate unless there is freedom to change one’s mind
after hearing opposing arguments. Hence the imperative man-
date was abandoned in favor of more indirect methods of
control. If it was utopian to think that the views of representa-
tives would always fully coincide with the views of their con-
stituents, the latter could nevertheless maintain effective
pressure on the former in a less direct, more external manner.
Democracies thus continually searched for “counter-powers”

counter-democracy

12



that could correct their course and enhance their stability.
The duality of power and counter-power is strikingly evident
in the French Revolution. Already in 1789 a word had emerged
to denote a complementary form of sovereignty that was seen
as essential to achieving the ideal of a government embodying
the “general will”: surveillance. Perpetually vigilant, the people
were to oversee the work of the government. This diligent
oversight was celebrated as the main remedy for dysfunctional
institutions and in particular as the cure for what might be
called “representative entropy” (by which I mean the degrada-
tion of the relation between voters and their representatives).

Later, during the Terror, the term “surveillance” lost
its luster when it came to be associated with tyranny exercised
by revolutionary clubs and committees and was subsequently
stricken from the political lexicon. Yet if the word disappeared,
the thing remained. In one form or another, civil society
continued to inspect, monitor, investigate, and evaluate the
actions of government. Indeed, the powers of oversight
expanded considerably. Although the institutions of democ-
racy have remained more or less stable for two centuries (with
respect to the conception of representation, the exercise of
responsibility, and the role ascribed to elections), the powers
of oversight have grown and diversified. I shall be looking in
due course at three primary modes of oversight: vigilance,
denunciation, and evaluation. Each of these has helped to
expand the idea of legitimacy beyond that conferred by voting.
This expanded legitimacy rests on reputations, of both indi-
viduals and regimes. Reputation thus became another of those
“invisible institutions” upon which trust is ultimately based.
These primary modes of oversight share a number of essential
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characteristics. First, they are permanent (whereas elections
are sporadic). Second, they can be exercised by individuals as
well as organizations. Third, they enhance the power of society
to influence the action of government (it was John Stuart Mill
who observed that no one can do everything but everyone can
keep an eye on what is being done). For all these reasons, the
“democracy of oversight” continues to flourish.

Society’s powers of sanction and prevention have also
increased, and these constitute a second fundamental form of
distrust built into the very structure of what I am calling
counter-democracy. In The Spirit of the Laws, Montesquieu
drew a fundamental distinction between the ability to act and
the ability to prevent. The importance of this distinction grew
as citizens discovered the limits of the imperative mandate as a
means of achieving their goals. Recognizing their inability to
compel governments to take specific actions or decisions,
citizens reasserted their influence by developing new sanctions
on government. Little by little, they surrounded the “positive
democracy” of elections and legal institutions with what might
be called the “negative sovereignty” of civil society. The pri-
mary reason for this development was “technical”: blocking
government action yielded tangible, visible results. Success in
blocking passage of an undesired bill was plain for everyone to
see, whereas the effectiveness of pressure to implement a desired
policy was generally subject to more complex and controver-
sial judgment. Opposition to a specific measure could result in
clear victory, whereas authorization to proceed on a certain
course left ultimate success at the mercy of future imponder-
ables and the vagaries of execution. The democracy of imper-
ative mandates sought only to enforce general promises or
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commitments, but negative democracy aimed at specific
results.

From a sociological point of view, it is also perfectly
clear that negative coalitions are easier to organize than positive
majorities. Negative coalitions can tolerate their own contra-
dictions more easily. Indeed, it is their heterogeneity that
explains why they are easier to organize and more likely to
succeed. Reactive majorities do not need to be coherent in
order to play their role. Their power is enhanced because
within the order of oppositions to which they give expression,
the intensity of reactions plays an essential role. In the street, in
protest through the media, and in symbolic expression, some-
thing more than arithmetic is involved. By contrast, true social
action majorities are much more difficult to put together.
Indeed, by their very nature they presuppose either a passive
consensus or a positive and deliberate agreement. They cannot
be based on equivocation or ambiguity, and in this respect they
differ from most electoral majorities and still more from reac-
tive coalitions. Hence they are more fragile and volatile.
Experience shows that a careless misstatement can lose a
politician votes more easily than an original and courageous
stand can win them. Increasingly, therefore, popular sover-
eignty manifests itself as a power to refuse, both in periodic
elections and in repeated reactions to government decisions. A
new “democracy of rejection” has thus superimposed itself on
the original “democracy of proposition.” The power of the
people is a veto power. Democratic government is no longer
defined solely as a procedure of authorization and legitima-
tion. Its structure is essentially defined by permanent confron-
tation of various types of veto from different social groups and
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economic and political forces. This has led some scholars to
propose that political regimes today are characterized not so
much by their institutional structure as such (presidential vs.
parliamentary, bipartisan vs. multipartisan, etc.) as by the way
in which the conditions of political action depend on the
ability of various actors to issue a veto.

A third factor in the constitution of counter-democracy
is the advent of the people as judge. The judicialization of
politics is the most obvious manifestation of this. It is as
though citizens hope to obtain from a judicial process of
some sort what they despair of obtaining from the ballot box.
Judicialization should be seen against the background of
declining government responsiveness to citizen demands. As
responsiveness declines, the desire for accountability increases.
Democracy of confrontation gives way to democracy of accusa-
tion. Over the past twenty years, it has become commonplace
to remark on the increasing prominence of judges in the
political order. Yet this observation comprehends only a
small part of the problem. One needs to compare the respec-
tive properties of voting and judgment. The recent preference
for judgment makes sense only in relation to the specific
properties of decisions of the judicial type. To subject action
to judicial scrutiny is to impose certain standards of proof,
certain forms of theatricality, and certain rules of evidence.
Judging action in this way has gradually come to be seen as a
metapolitical form that many people believe is preferable to
elections because the results are more tangible.

The original democratic social contract envisioned the
people as voters. Increasingly, voters have been replaced as
political actors by the three metaphorical figures we have just
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discussed: the people as watchdogs, the people as veto-wielders,
and the people as judges. Sovereignty has thus come to be
exercised indirectly, in ways not specified by constitutional
rules. The sovereignty of which I speak is indirect in the
sense that it manifests itself as a series of effects; it does not
arise out of any formal authority, nor is it expressed through
explicit decisions that might be characterized as political. If we
are to understand the social appropriation of power in all its
complexity, we must look at both electoral-representative
democracy and the counter-democracy of indirect powers.
When we do this, we see that the customary opposition
between real and formal democracy is not very illuminating
in this larger context. The distinction between direct and
representative forms of government also loses much of its
richness. These narrow categories must give way to a more
diverse understanding of democratic activity. It then becomes
possible to describe a broader grammar of government.
Rousseau sought in the Social Contract to “complicate” the
definition of citizenship. In addition to the mere right to vote,
he therefore included the rights to voice an opinion, to pro-
pose, to divide, and to discuss.16 In a classic essay, Albert
Hirschman more recently suggested extending the vocabulary
of collective action by distinguishing between exit, voice, and

16 Du contrat social, book IV, chap. 1. In the seventh of the Lettres écrites de
la montagne (Paris: Gallimard-Pléiade, 1959), p. 833, he makes a similar
point: “To deliberate, voice an opinion, and vote are three quite
different things among which the French do not distinguish adequately.
To deliberate is to weigh the pro and the con; to voice an opinion is to state
and justify one’s opinion; to vote is to give one’s suffrage when nothing
remains to be done but collect the votes.”
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loyalty.17 Taking counter-democracy into consideration sug-
gests that it might be useful to extend this terminology by
adding the terms vigilance, assessment, pressure through rev-
elation, obstruction, and judgment. A primary objective of this
book is to describe the history and investigate the theory of
these various manifestations of counter-democracy.

The myth of the passive citizen

If we adopt the counter-democratic perspective, we
can see the question of political participation in a new light.
The old refrain of “democratic disenchantment” needs to be
scrutinized anew. To be sure, all indicators of citizen trust in
political institutions show a marked decline.18 The rising rate
of abstention is another observable sign of disaffection.19 But
caution is in order when interpreting these indicators.20 It is

17 Albert O. Hirschman, Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in
Firms, Organizations, and States (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1970).

18 For a recent overview, see Mattei Dogan, ed., Political Mistrust and the
Discrediting of Politicians (Leyden and Boston: Brill, 2005).

19 See, for example, the data collected in Jacques Capdevielle,Démocratie: La
Panne (Paris: Textuel, 2005), and Mark N. Franklin et al., Voter Turnout
and the Dynamics of Electoral Competition in Established Democracies
since 1945 (Cambridge University Press, 2004).

20 Abstention rates have to be looked at over the long run, since these may
vary according to the nature of the election. For instance, in the
revolutionary years in France, rates varied considerably (Michelet
observed that “the people stayed home” in 1791 after turning out en masse
in 1790). The phenomenon of “electoral intermittence” is also key. One
ought perhaps to speak of “trajectories of participation.” On the French
case, see François Héran, “Voter toujours, parfois… ou jamais,” in Bruno
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important to set them against a broader understanding of
the ways in which citizen involvement has changed over
time. For some time now, political scientists have tried to
identify unconventional forms of participation, which may
have increased in number as the rate of participation in elec-
tions declined. The number of people participating in strikes
or demonstrations, signing petitions, and expressing collective
solidarity in other ways suggests that the age is not one of
political apathy and that the notion that people are increas-
ingly withdrawing into the private sphere is not correct.21 It is
better to say that citizenship has changed in nature rather
than declined. There has been simultaneous diversification
of the range, forms, and targets of political expression. As
political parties eroded, various types of advocacy groups and
associations developed. Major institutions of representation
and bargaining saw their roles diminish as ad hoc organiza-
tions proliferated. Citizens now have many ways of expressing
their grievances and complaints other than voting. The
increasing abstention rate and the phenomenon of declining

Cautrès and Nonna Mayer, eds., Le Nouveau Désordre électoral: Les
Leçons du 21 avril 2002, as well as François Clanché, “La participation
électorale au printemps 2002. De plus en plus de votants intermittents,”
Insee Première 877 (January 2003). Political scientists also distinguish
between abstainers who are “in the game” and others who are “out.”

21 The literature on the subject is vast. See, for example, Pippa Norris,
Democratic Phoenix: Reinventing Political Activism (Cambridge
University Press, 2002). See also Pascale Perrineau, ed., L’Engagement
politique: Déclin ou mutation? (Paris: Presses de la Fondation Nationale
des Sciences Politiques, 1994), and Lionel Arnaud and Christine
Guionnet, eds., Les Frontières du politique: Enquête sur les processus de
politisation et de dépolitisation (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes,
2005).
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trust must be studied in a broader context that takes these new
forms of democratic activity into account. To be sure, voting is
the most visible and institutionalized expression of citizenship.
It has long been the symbol of political participation and civic
equality. But the idea of participation is complex. It involves
three dimensions of interaction between the people and the
political sphere: expression, involvement, and intervention.
Democracy of expression means that society has a voice, that
collective sentiments can be articulated, that judgments of
the government and its actions can be formulated, and that
demands can be issued. Democracy of involvement encom-
passes the whole range of means by which citizens can join
together and concert their action to achieve a common world.
Democracy of intervention refers to all the forms of collective
action by means of which a desired result can be obtained.

Democracy revolves around these three forms of
political activity. Elections are distinctive in that they super-
impose these various modes of civic existence (which also
correspond to different “moments” of public life). The vote is
indubitably the epitome of political involvement, the most
organized and visible form of political activity. In the golden
age of electoral participation, the all-encompassing, integrative
aspect of the vote was inseparable from its “identity” aspect:
voting at that time was not so much the expression of an
individual preference as an expression of membership in a
certain collectivity.22 This feature of voting has been stressed

22 In the 1960s, political scientists established the so-called “Michigan
paradigm,” named for the university in which the research was
conducted, by showing that voters choose on the basis not of their
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by numerous writers ranging from André Siegfried to the
political sociologists of the 1960s. Democracy itself was long
associated with the protracted struggle for universal suffrage
as both means and symbol. More recent transformations of
democracy must be interpreted in this light. Although electoral
democracy has undoubtedly eroded, democratic expression,
involvement, and intervention have developed and gained
strength. Hence in many respects the notion of “the passive
citizen” is a myth.23 The transformations of political activity
that I have in mind have now been noted by numerous schol-
ars and political activists. Theorists have been slow to con-
ceptualize these changes, however. Evidence of this can be seen
in the vagueness of the terminology used to describe them.
Over the past decade, for instance, political scientists have
written of the advent of “unconventional” forms of politics,
of a new “protest politics,” and of “civil citizenship” (a term
applied to any number of novel forms of political intervention
and response). Political activists, who are more directly impli-
cated in these changes, have also adopted a new vocabulary:
“agitated left,” “nongovernmental politics,”24 and “politics of
the governed,”25 to name a few. The terms “anti-power” and

political knowledge, which is minimal, but rather of partisan identities
that they acquire early in life.

23 Note, too, that citizens are making greater efforts to inform themselves.
See the data in Étienne Schweisguth, “La dépolitisation en question,” in
Gérard Grunberg, Nonna Mayer, and Paul M. Sniderman, La Démocratie
à l’épreuve (Paris: Presses de Sciences-Po, 2002), pp. 56–57.

24 In France, for example, see the journals Multitudes and Vacarme.
25 See Partha Chatterjee, The Politics of the Governed (New York: Columbia

University Press, 2004).
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“counter-power” are also gaining currency,26while at the same
time many activists are taking a fresh look at Michel Foucault’s
work on “governmentality.” The concept of counter-democracy
is to be understood in this context as well. It may provide these
diverse worlds with a common language and a certain intel-
lectual coherence, a systematic way of describing the manifold
transformation of contemporary democracy in the context of a
comprehensive theory of democratic politics.

Depoliticization or the unpolitical?

If what we are witnessing is not depoliticization, in
the sense of diminished interest in public affairs and declin-
ing citizen activity, it remains true that something has indeed
changed in our relation to the political. The nature of this
change is different from what is usually suggested, however.
The problem today is not one of citizen passivity but rather
of what I shall call l’impolitique,27 the unpolitical, by which
I mean a failure to develop a comprehensive understanding
of problems associated with the organization of a shared
world. The distinguishing characteristic common to the various
examples of counter-democracy that we shall be examining is

26 See Miguel Benasayag and Diego Sztulwark, Du contre-pouvoir: De la
subjectivité contestataire à la construction de contre-pouvoirs, 2nd edn
(Paris: La Découverte, 2002), and John Holloway, Change the World
Without Taking Power (London: Pluto Press, 2002).

27 I use the term literally, in a sense different from that set forth in Robert
Esposito, Catégories de l’impolitique (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2005). On
other uses of this term, see Etienne Balibar, “Qu’est-ce que la philosophie
politique? Notes pour un topique,” Actuel Marx 28 (2nd Semester 2000).
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the increase in the distance between civil society and institu-
tions. In each instance we find a sort of counter-policy, which
relies on monitoring, opposition, and limitation of govern-
ment powers, the conquest of which is no longer the top
priority of government opponents. Counter-policy manifests
itself in two ways. The initial consequence of counter-political
strategies and actions is to dissolve signs of a shared world.
Reactive in essence, these strategies and actions cannot sustain
or structure collective projects. The distinctive feature of this
sort of unpolitical counter-democracy is that it combines
democratic activity with non-political effects. Hence it does
not fall within the usual classification of regime types; it is a
novel type, neither liberal nor republican, neither representa-
tive government nor direct democracy.

A second consequence of the various forms of counter-
democracy is to make what is going on more difficult to
perceive and still harder to interpret. But visibility and legibil-
ity are two essential properties of the political. Politics does not
exist unless a range of actions can be incorporated into a single
narrative and represented in a single public arena. The devel-
opment of counter-democracy is therefore both complex and
problematic. Complex because it combines positive elements
of growth in social power with populist-reactive temptations.
Problematic because the evolution toward “civil democracy”
leads to fragmentation and dissemination where coherence
and comprehensiveness are needed. It was my awareness of
the problematic aspects of the phenomenon that ledme to coin
what might at first sight seem to be a rather shocking neo-
logism: counter-democracy. Indeed, the disturbing connota-
tions of the word call attention to the ambiguities inherent in
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the practical applications of distrust. Social distrust can
encourage a salutary civic vigilance and thus oblige govern-
ment to pay greater heed to social demands, yet it can also
encourage destructive forms of denigration and negativity.
Counter-democracy can reinforce democracy, but it can also
contradict it. In some respects, this book “rehabilitates” dis-
trust, on the grounds that it can be both deeply liberal and
deeply democratic. But the rehabilitation is lucid, and attentive
to the possibility that things may go wrong. This inherent
ambivalence of distrust is to my mind the deep reason for the
disenchantment that is a common feature of today’s democ-
racies. This disenchantment is not simply a question of dis-
appointment that could potentially be overcome (by, say,
procedural improvements in the system of representation).
Rather, it reflects the impasse to which the combination of
the democratic with the unpolitical leads. This insight forms
the basis of the reflections that follow on the advent of a new
democratic era.

Reinterpreting the history of democracy

The approach I am proposing also leads to a new way
of looking at the history of democracy. The various forms of
indirect power mentioned thus far are at once pre-democratic
and post-democratic. They are post-democratic in the sense
that they arise in response to promises unkept by the repre-
sentative governments established in response to the struggle
for liberty in the Netherlands, Great Britain, the United States,
and France in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. But
they are also pre-democratic, because the exercise of the
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powers of oversight and resistance often represented a first
step toward human emancipation. For example, the right to
resist tyranny was formulated in the Middle Ages, long before
anyone could envision any form of popular sovereignty.
Similarly, governments were subjected to oversight and judg-
ment long before there was any notion of choosing them
by election. So perhaps it is time to move beyond traditional
linear histories of democracy based on the notion of gradual
progress toward an ideal type, of a slow transition from sub-
jection to full autonomy. In fact, the “old” and the “new,”
“liberalism” and “democracy,” informal social power and reg-
ular institutions have always coexisted. If counter-democracy
preceded electoral-representative democracy, their two histor-
ies are intimately intertwined, and we will seek to unravel the
complexities of their relationship. Indeed, the social and institu-
tional histories of democracy cannot be separated. “Social” in
principle, counter-democracy is in fact a material force, a form
of practical resistance, a direct response. Whereas electoral-
representative democracy is governed by slow institutional
rhythms, counter-democracy is permanent and subject to
no institutional constraint. In a sense it is democratic life
unmediated.

In this approach it is essential to explore the connec-
tions between history and political theory, as I tried to do inmy
previous books. As I have often stressed, history is to be
understood as a laboratory of the present and not just a tool
for illuminating its background. Living democracy never
measures itself against an ideal model; rather, it seeks to
solve problems. Hence we should be wary of the idea that
there was once a clearly formulated yet overtly challenged
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“original model” of democracy. If we begin with the complex-
ity of the real and its insuperable contradictions, we gain a
better sense of politics “in itself.” We come closer to its core
and are therefore in a better position to understand how it
came to be. History serves theory not just as a repository of
examples but as a testing ground for representations of the
world. This is the source of my ambition, which is to combine
the active curiosity of the historian with the rigor of the
political philosopher.

To see democracy as a testing ground is even more
essential in the study of counter-democracy. While textbook
descriptions may suffice for institutions, the powers of oversight
and obstruction can only be appreciated in action. The idea of
looking at both faces of democracy as vital, practical realities is
not just of methodological significance. It also allows us to
approach comparative politics in a new way. When democracy
is studied in a classically normative perspective, no useful com-
parison is really possible. One can only record successes and
failures, measure relative achievements, and establish typologies.
The danger in this is that we risk mistaking particular values for
universal and making sacred cows of specific mechanisms.
Conversely, if one begins with problems that democracy must
resolve, such as the tension between the sociological political
principles of representation,28 it is much easier to investigate
different national and historical experiences in a comparative
framework. The virtues of a comparative approach are even
greater when it comes to the study of counter-democratic phe-
nomena. Counter-democracy, as I mentioned earlier, is both

28 See my Le Peuple introuvable.
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pre- and post-democratic. It exists both as pure counter-
power and as what might be called “complementary” power.
By broadening our view in this way, we also “de-Westernize”
it. Oversight, obstruction, and judgment are practices that
exist – and existed in the past – almost everywhere. Thus a
general comparative approach across space and time becomes
possible. The desire to improve our understanding of the
present is thus inseparable from a determination to think
globally about humanity’s long struggle to build a free political
society.
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Part 1

Overseeing democracy

The idea of a power of surveillance or oversight has a long
history. The need for surveillance was invoked early in the
French Revolution in reaction to the tendency of representatives
to claim autonomy for themselves, to transform themselves
into “a kind of de facto aristocracy,” to borrow Mirabeau’s
celebrated phrase. A member of the Constituent Assembly
must have had the idea in mind when he spoke of “the nation’s
need for an overseer of the very representatives of the nation.”1

Elsewhere, a militant editorialist for La Bouche de fer admon-
ished “friends of liberty” to see to it “that eternal oversight
protects us from the dangers we would face if we placed all our
trust in our ministers.”2 An influential woman of letters of the
period made a similar point: “Representative government soon
becomes themost corrupt of all if the people cease to scrutinize
its representatives.”3 The watchful eye of the people became a
central image of the revolution, reproduced on countless med-
allions and seals and incorporated into any number of the
engraved allegories of popular power that reflected the spirit

1 Archives parlementaires de France (cited hereafter as AP), 1st series,
vol. 9, p. 61.

2 Supplement to no. 70, June 21, 1791, p. 1.
3 Mme Roland, letter of July 31, 1791, in Lettres de Madame Roland (Paris,
1902), vol. II, p. 354. The French, she went on, “sacrifice everything to trust,
which is how liberty is lost. True, this trustfulness is infinitely convenient:
it eliminates the need to observe, to think, and to judge.”
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of the time. The overseeing counter-power was expected to
limit the dysfunctions of the representative system and reduce
disappointments due to the difficulty of establishing trust. It
was understood as a way to transform distrust into an active
democratic virtue. “Patriotic legislators, do not speak ill of
distrust,” Robespierre contended. “Whatever you may think,
distrust is the guardian of the people’s rights. It is to the deep
emotion of liberty what jealousy is to love.”4 The French
revolutionary experience thus expanded the vocabulary of
political science to include this new counter-power.

The idea of surveillance was associated at the time
with another imperative: namely, the consecration of the new
trope of social generality, designated by the term “public
opinion.” Calls for surveillance of government by public opin-
ion became common in this period because the term and its
associated images were useful for resolving the great problem
of popular sovereignty. “Public opinion” gave substance and
legibility to Rousseau’s powerful abstraction. The idea of sur-
veillance brought sovereignty closer to the people. It became
something one could appropriate, instrumentalize, and strip of
its glacial majesty, just as the concept of “public opinion”made
society, the new sovereign, tangible and familiar. No longer
were the sovereign people a remote Olympian presence, invis-
ible and silent.5 The ordinary conversation of the man in the
street and the commentary of countless newspapers made
public opinion palpable and direct, the normal form of public

4 Quoted in Lucien Jaume, Le Discours jacobin et la démocratie (Paris:
Fayard, 1989), p. 197.

5 On this point see my Le Peuple introuvable.
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expression. “The word people is an empty word if it refers
to anything other than public opinion,” wrote one important
political commentator.6 But for the expression of public opin-
ion, he insisted, “the people are without a name, they are a
purely metaphysical being, not even a body without a soul
but a corpse.” To invoke public opinion was to resolve the
problem of how the general will made itself known. For the
men of 1789, public opinion was a power that manifested itself
always and everywhere without being represented or instituted
in any particular place. Hence it became the essential manifes-
tation of the people as an active and permanent presence.

Although the word surveillance came to be associated
(through the Committee of Surveillance) with the excesses of
the Terror and was ultimately abandoned, the idea and related
practices remained. Surveillance constitutes a hidden and pro-
tean aspect of modern politics, whose history I want to trace
and whose forms I want to analyze in detail. I should say at the
outset that the realm of power that emerges from this analysis
is quite different from that described by the social science of
the 1970s. Since the pioneering work of Michel Foucault, the
notion of a “society of surveillance” has usually been applied to
societies in which authorities have relied upon a wide range of
methods to enhance their dominion over ever more intimate
aspects of existence. The image of the “panopticon,” which
Foucault borrowed from Jeremy Bentham, stands as a symbol
of certain carceral forms and methods. The idea that power
derives from a variety of surveillance technologies dispersed
throughout society has come to be widely accepted as an

6 Fréron, L’Orateur du peuple, no. XXXVI, 7 frimaire, Year II, p. 284.
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accurate description of reality. The use of computers, urban
surveillance cameras, and other advanced devices has lent
credence to this Orwellian vision, as has the development of
modern management systems, which subject the behavior of
individuals to ever closer scrutiny. Yet we should not on account
of all this underestimate the inverse phenomenon, namely, the
surveillance of power by society. Counter-democracy employs
control mechanisms similar to those described by Foucault,
but in the service of society. Vigilance, denunciation, and
evaluation are its three principal modalities.
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1

Vigilance, denunciation, evaluation

Vigilance

To be watchful, alert, and on guard are essential
attributes of citizenship – attributes present from the begin-
ning, since the ancient ideal of citizenship would have been
unimaginable if reduced to mere periodic participation in
elections. Vigilance first of all means monitoring: permanent
close scrutiny of the actions of government. “A free people,”
wrote Anacharsis Cloots during the French Revolution, “is an
argus. It sees everything, hears everything, is everywhere, and
never sleeps.”1 Vigilance compensates for the arrhythmia of
the ballot box. The people are always at the ready, and the
“dormant people” imagined by Locke and Rousseau become
a giant ready to pounce. Vigilance in this sense means pres-
ence, attentiveness. The political language of the 1960s and 70s
favored the term “mobilization”: a militant group was “mobi-
lized” if it was prepared to play its role effectively. Mobilization
was not so much a precondition of action as a way of describ-
ing a type of presence in the world, a kind of attentiveness to
public affairs. Such a disposition is not merely a property of the
agent who exhibits it: it enters into the construction of a global
property of the public sphere.

1 Anacharsis Cloots, Écrits révolutionnaires (1790–1794) (Paris: Champ
Libre, 1979), p. 110.
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Vigilance should also be seen as a mode of action.
Though it “produces” nothing by itself, it cannot be dismissed
as mere passivity. It defines a particular form of political
intervention that involves neither decision-making nor exer-
cise of the will. It rather creates possibilities and sets limits by
imposing structure on a general field of action. In a stimulating
essay, the philosopher and Sinologist François Jullien used
these categories to analyze what he believes to be the essential
difference between theWestern and Chinese ways of envision-
ing action.2 In the West, the primary task from Machiavelli
to Schopenhauer was to establish an empire of the subject: a
man in charge of every situation, imposing his will on the world,
and treating the world as a field for experiment, a place in which
to overcome resistance in a project of radical self-realization.
Here, action is understood as a clash between two worlds, a
matter of conquest and domestication. The Chinese vision is
quite different. There, the essence of action lies in attentiveness
to the world, which allows for exploiting its contradictions and
capitalizing on the way things are. The exercise of power is not
a display of strength but rather a readiness to be guided by
minute attention to the terrain and to exploit every opportu-
nity to the full. Rather than a psychology of the will, Jullien
writes, the Chinese preferred a “phenomenology of effect.” It is
easy to see how this difference gave rise to different ideas of
strategy. In the West, Clausewitzian confrontation leading to
decisive battle; in the East, the art of avoiding battle taught
by Sun Tzu, the aim being to exploit the potential in every

2 François Jullien, Traité de l’efficacité (Paris: Grasset, 1997), and Conférence
sur l’efficacité (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2005).
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situation discreetly but to the full. From this basic difference
follow different ideas of effectiveness and success and, ulti-
mately, different visions of the political. In contrast to the
western art of governing from above, imposing control through
force, we have the prospect of almost invisible government from
below, where the aim is to induce others to strengthen one’s
own position by shaping the framework within which they act.

Whether this comparison between East and West is
valid is a question that must be left to historians. Nevertheless,
we can treat the distinction as an ideal type defining two
possible modes of political action. Indeed, traces of the second
or easternmode exist also in theWest. It would not be difficult,
for example, to show that European liberal thought in the early
nineteenth century had many of the characteristics that Jullien
regards as specific to Chinese thought.3 Harking back to my
earlier discussion, one can view the distinction between tradi-
tional political decision-making and vigilance in Jullien’s
terms. My “vigilance” corresponds to his “avoidance of bat-
tle,” yet it is not without political effects or influence on public
affairs. To put the point in more contemporary terms, one
might also say that we have here two contrasting types of
control: “the police patrol” versus “the fire alarm,” to borrow

3 See my treatment of “internal government” and the “government of
minds” in Le Moment Guizot (Paris: Gallimard, 1984). On the origins of
the liberal theory of governability, see Michel Foucault, Naissance de la
biopolitique (Paris: Gallimard-Seuil, 2004) and Sécurité, territoire,
population (Paris: Gallimard-Seuil, 2004). In the latter work, Foucault
develops the idea of “pastoral power” and “individualizing power,” defined
by functions of watchfulness and surveillance (pp. 130–134). Note that he
also remarks that to govern is to “guide the conduct of others.”
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metaphors from a study by two political scientists.4 The “police
patrol” corresponds to the standard conception of public action
as something that is delegated to designated agents. It is a direct,
centralized, voluntaristic form of control. By contrast, the “fire
alarm” is a decentralized system, which relies on the vigilance
of the community at large and not just professionals. Before
the firemen can be called in, civilians must sound the alarm.
The firefighters’ effectiveness depends on the dissemination of
vigilance. It reflects the state of society itself. Yet the system’s
results are tangible and perhaps better than institutionalized
authorities could achieve by themselves.5

The history of the word “surveillance” is an interesting
one. It first appeared in the late 1760s in the economic writings
of the Physiocrats. Baudeau and Dupont de Nemours used it
for the first time in 1768 to characterize a mode of action and
regulation distinct from both police action and market equili-
brium: “There is surely a form of attentiveness that ought to
command authority, which seeks to preserve sound order and
public tranquility. It aims to prevent disputes, commotions,
thefts, and assaults in the marketplace. For this, surveillance is
essential.”6 The surveillance state they hoped for was an active
state, not a laissez-faire state. It defined a novel type of power

4 Matthew D. McCubbins and Thomas Schwartz, “Congressional Oversight
Overlooked: Police Patrols versus Fire Alarms,” American Journal of
Political Science 28 (1984).

5 This is the conclusion of the article cited in n. 4.
6 Abbé Nicolas Baudeau and Pierre-Samuel Dupon de Nemours, Avis au
Peuple sur son premier besoin, ou Petits traités économiques, in
Ephémérides du citoyen, vol. V, 1768. The word surveillance is italicized in
the text.
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based on attention rather than intervention. It was a watchdog
state (and not the passive “night watchman” of second-hand
liberal imagery). Its surveillance was “constant and compre-
hensive.”7 Indirect government thus instituted a third type of
regulation, that of a guiding hand between the invisible hand
of the market and the iron hand of traditional public sover-
eignty. The essential functions of the new sovereign power that
the Physiocrats sought to establish were “to watch, keep, and
protect.”8 In discreet fashion it sought to put the world in
order.

The Physiocratic ideal would be put into practice by
early nineteenth-century liberals such as Guizot, who theor-
ized about new approaches to governability.9 It had already
been adopted to some degree by civil society, however. As early
as 1789, the term “surveillance” had been taken up by popular
societies and journalists. It was obvious that vigilance had
democratic potential, because everyone was involved. The
Revolution therefore celebrated the power of surveillance.
The Club des Cordeliers, which was centrally involved in the
political and intellectual movement to find a living form of
popular sovereignty, characterized itself as a “society of suspi-
cion and surveillance.” The Cercle Social, a club in which such
figures as Brissot, Condorcet, and Lanthenas were involved in
the period 1790–1791, proposed to become an agent of “anxious

7 Abbé Baudeau, Première introduction à la philosophie économique ou
analyse des États policés (1771), in Physiocrates (Paris: Édition Daire, 1846),
vol. II, p. 683.

8 Guillaume-François Le Trosne, De l’ordre social (Paris, 1777), p. 88.
9 See especially the arguments developed by Guizot in Des moyens de
gouvernement et d’opposition dans l’état actuel de la France (Paris, 1821).

vigilance, denunciation, evaluation

37



daily vigilance.” Many believed that because surveillance was
exercised directly, it might be a way to compensate for the
weakness and clumsiness of the representative system. “Public
opinion is law of a kind that every individual can administer,”
noted Le Tribun du peuple.10 Throughout the revolutionary
decade, one idea was tirelessly repeated: that the defects of
the representative system would be corrected if not eliminated
by a vigilant press. The Cercle Social advanced this theory in
one of its earliest manifestos: “The power of surveillance and
opinion (the fourth censorial power, which is not discussed) is
the essential element of national sovereignty, because individ-
uals can exercise it by themselves, without representation, and
without danger to the body politic.”11 The ordinary powers
(executive, legislative, judicial, and even administrative) were
exercised by a small number of individuals chosen in various
ways, but the surveillance power gave “King People” a perma-
nent, visible presence. It was also believed to be the most
effective of the powers. When Brissot considered the various
ways in which citizens could influence legislators, he placed
the “censorial power” in the front rank, attaching less impor-
tance to the constraint of the ballot box, whereas later theorists
of representative government would treat elections as
paramount.12

10 January 1, 1790, p. iii.
11 Reprinted in La Bouche de fer, no. 1 (Oct. 1790), p. 9. “Executive power to
the elected, administrative power to the elected, representative power
to the elected, but censorial power to every individual,” insisted Le Tribun
du peuple, March 1790, vol. II, p. 134.

12 See Le Patriote français, no. 45, August 2, 1791, p. 232.
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Although the French Revolution extolled a vigilance
of active citizens comparable to that found in ancient repub-
lics, it was only much later that such vigilance became com-
monplace. Indeed, along with the traditional civic vigilance of
engaged citizens concerned with the public good, there
emerged what one might call regulatory vigilance, the impor-
tance of which increased with time. Civic vigilance was directly
political and took a variety of forms: interventions by the press,
associations, unions, petitions, strikes, etc. The role of such
vigilant citizens was to sound the alarm and protest, especially
in times of crisis or conflict. Later, however, another, more
diffuse form of vigilance emerged. It took the form of constant
evaluation and criticism of the actions of government by
the governed. Such evaluation is decentralized in manner
and applies to public policy of all types. All areas of govern-
mental action are subject to constant scrutiny.13 Regulatory
vigilance operates through a variety of channels, from public
opinion polls to published reports, from commissions of
experts to journalistic exposés. In recent years, the growth of
the Internet has made it easier to transmit this information to a
broad public. Regulatory vigilance focuses the public’s atten-
tion. It is a quasi-institution – invisible and decentralized, to
be sure, but still capable of exerting significant influence on

13 In this connection, Robert Goodin has developed an interesting
comparison between the elected representative and the “inspector,” each
embodying a different way of communicating social interests. See “The
Good Inspector,” in Eugene Bardach and Robert A. Kagan, Going by the
Book: The Problem of Regulatory Unreasonableness (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1982).
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outcomes.14 Political scientists speak of an agenda-setting
function: even if the media have little ability to change people’s
basic beliefs, they can play a decisive role in setting the agenda
of social debate.15 Vigilance thus helps to define the political
arena and establish government priorities.16Hence it turns out
to be more effective than many types of institutionalized
participation. By exercising vigilance, the public helps to reg-
ulate political decision-making (Christopher Wlezien uses the
metaphor of a thermostat to describe this process).17

What this new kind of vigilance makes possible is a
transition to what I will call diffuse democracy. Change comes
about not through broader political participation as such but
through the advent of new forms of social attentiveness. If we
wish to understand democratization as a process transcending
the boundaries of any one nation, this transformation is a
crucial factor to take into account. Indeed, practices that can
be grouped under the head “vigilance” serve increasingly as
levers of intervention for citizens who do not yet constitute a

14 See Bryan D. Jones, Reconceiving Decision-Making in Democratic Politics:
Attention, Choice and Public Policy (The University of Chicago Press, 1994).

15 See the fundamental articles by Roger W. Cobb and Charles D. Elder,
“The Politics of Agenda-Building: An Alternative Perspective for Modern
Democratic Theory,” The Journal of Politics 33, no. 4 (Nov. 1971), and
Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw, “The Agenda-Setting Function of
Mass-Media,” Public Opinion Quarterly 36 (1972).

16 For a survey of recent literature on this question, see Jacques Gerstlé,
“Démocratie représentative, réactivité politique et imputabilité,” Revue
française de science politique 53, no. 6 (Dec. 2003).

17 See Christopher Wlezien, “The Public as Thermostat: Dynamics of
Preferences for Spending,” American Journal of Political Science 39, no. 4
(1995).
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true body politic. One of the most famous decisions of the
European Court of Justice strongly emphasized this point:
“The vigilance of private individuals interested in protecting
their rights establishes an effective control” on governments.18

The figure of the “vigilant citizen” covers a much wider range
than that of the “voter citizen.”

Denunciation

A second mode of surveillance, in addition to vigilance,
is denunciation. Once again it was the French Revolution
that introduced this term to the lexicon of civic action. Think
of Marat’s impassioned diatribes in his newspaper, L’Ami du
peuple, which included daily lists of enemies of the fatherland
and conspirators against the republic. And of course the Terror,
with its systematization of suspicion and insistence that it was
a public duty to inform on “traitors,” turned denunciation into
a powerful tool of repression. Alongside these pathological
manifestations, however, the Revolution also witnessed the
introduction of quieter, more routine forms of denunciation.
Revolutionaries celebrated what they called “the electricity of
denunciation” because it was seen as one aspect of an important
form of civic participation, namely, the monitoring of govern-
ment actions by way of publicity.19 Mirabeau himself extolled

18 Van Gend en Loss decision of 1963. See Louis Dubouis and Claude
Gueydan, Les Grands Textes du droit de l’Union européenne (Paris: Dalloz,
2002), vol. I, pp. 440–442.

19 See Jacques Guilhaumou, “Fragments of a Discourse of Denunciation
(1789–1794),” in Keith Michael Baker, ed., The French Revolution and the
Creation of Modern Political Culture, vol. IV: The Terror (Oxford:
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denunciation of this sort. The regulations of the Club des
Cordeliers listed as one of its primary goals “to denounce to
the court of public opinion abuses by various authorities and
attacks of every kind on the rights of man.” The emphasis was
on the function of denunciation, on its almost routine applica-
tion in the scrutiny of individual conduct and political attitudes.
To denounce was then simply, as the etymology would have it,
to make known, to expose, to unveil, to reveal. Publicity was
expected to restore order to the world.

This militant yet almost banal idea of denunciation
receded from view in many countries in the nineteenth cen-
tury, when the first priority was to claim the most basic of
political rights, the right to vote. Denunciation was then
reserved for exceptional cases: to point a finger at problems
of such magnitude that they seemed to epitomize the failures
and vices of an entire ruling class or system. Scandal thus
became the only occasion for denunciation. Scandal, it has
been observed, conferred a kind of “ultra-reality” on the
facts.20 The denunciation of scandal always involved two
dimensions: a nihilistic stigmatization of the authorities,
which were always suspected of corruption, coupled with
faith in the political virtues of transparency. The first was
associated with populism, and I shall have more to say about
it later. For now I want to concentrate on the second. In the
period between the two world wars, Marcel Aymé wrote an
interesting study of the Stavisky affair called Silhouette du
scandale. He was particularly interested in the effects of

Pergamon, 1994), as well as the chapter entitled “La dénonciation” in
Jaume, Le Discours jacobin et la démocratie.

20 Marcel Aymé, Silhouette du scandale [1938] (Paris: Grasset, 1973), p. 34.
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revelation, especially in relation to moral and political educa-
tion. Because the scandal “bluntly posed a banal problem of
existence,”21 it changed the way people looked at things. In
addition to creating pressure for regulation, it also provided a
civics lesson. “Scandal,”Aymé wrote, “is a fountain of youth in
which humanity washes the dirt off its habits; it is a mirror in
which societies, families, and individuals confront the violence
of their lives. Without such lessons, all morality would gasp for
air, and the world would sink into a state of stunned torpor.”22

To denounce a scandal is first of all to “uncover” it, to
make public what had been hidden. One goal is of course to
put an end to a reprehensible situation, perhaps even to bring
the culprits to justice. But that is not the only goal. To
denounce is to reaffirm one’s faith in the possibility of using
publicity to administer a direct corrective. From the editors of
French revolutionary gazettes to the American muckrakers,23 a
journalistic credo thus developed. The English terms “litera-
ture of exposé” and “exposé journalism” may give a better
idea of the nature of the genre than the French “presse à
scandales” or the English “scandal sheet,” with their pejorative
and venal connotations. In the early 1900s, magazines like
Cosmopolitan, McClure’s, and Every-body’s pilloried the “new
czars” who helped themselves from the public treasury. These
publications were not out solely to create a sensation and sell

21 Ibid., p. 15. 22 Ibid., p. 102.
23 See the collection of essays edited by Arthur Weinberg and Lila Weinberg,

The Muckrakers: The Era in Journalism that Moved America to Reform:
The Most Significant Magazine Articles of 1902–1912 (New York: Simon &
Shuster, 1961); see also David Mark Chalmers, The Social and Political
Ideas of the Muckrakers (New York: Simon & Shuster, 1964).
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copies by exposing the peculations, large and small, of corrupt
politicians. Their mission was also to preach, to redeem the
world’s sins and convert the sinners. As has been rightly
observed, journalists like Lincoln Steffens, the author of the
spectacularly successful Shame of the Cities (1904), availed
themselves of the language of Protestant moralism, larding
their texts with words such as “shame,” “sin,” “guilt,” “salva-
tion,” “damnation,” “pride,” and “soul.”24 For them, the press
had a role to play in the regeneration of the nation, a role that was
inextricably spiritual and political. The editor of Cosmopolitan
Magazine put this in striking terms in 1906: “Turn the waters of
a pure public spirit into the corrupt pools of private interests
and wash the offensive accumulations away.”25

To be sure, the journalism of redemptive denunciation
adapted in various ways to different political contexts. From
the point of view of intellectual history, however, its history is
relatively coherent. Although sensibilities have changed, a
continuous thread runs from the pamphleteers of the French
Revolution to the investigative journalism of today.26 It is

24 See Stanley K. Schultz, “The Morality of Politics: The Muckraker’s Vision
of Democracy,” The Journal of American History 52, no. 3 (Dec. 1965).

25 Quoted in ibid., p. 530. In the same vein, Louis D. Brandeis, “the people’s
lawyer,” writing in Harper’s Weekly, observed that “if sunlight is the best
disinfectant, the light of publicity is the most effective of policemen.” See
Other People’s Money and How the Bankers Use It (1913), new edn (New
York: F.A. Stokes, 1932), p. 32.

26 For one approach, see John B. Thompson, Political Scandal, Power and
Visibility in the Media Age (London: Polity Press, 2000), along with two
books by Géraldine Muhlmann, Une histoire politique du journalisme,
XIXe–XXe siècle (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2004), and Du
journalisme en démocratie (Paris: Payot, 2004).
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possible to describe various objective political functions of these
denunciations by the media, beyond the rather idealistic and
unrealistic ways in which they describe themselves. First, there
are agenda functions, which have beenmuch studied recently by
political scientists. But the role of investigative journalism in the
broadest possible sense in setting the terms of public debate and
structuring political issues was first noticed at the end of the
nineteenth century.27 In the United States, the critical writings
of the muckrakers played a crucial part in shaping the issues
championed by the Progressive movement.28

Second, denunciation has an institutional effect. It
tends to reaffirm and deepen collective norms and values.
From Durkheim to Gluckman, a whole line of anthropologists
and sociologists has stressed this aspect of denunciation.29

These scholars have shown that denunciation reinforces the
collective conscience by exposing what seeks to destroy it. One
author sees scandal as a kind of “test” of the solidity of com-
munity organization.30 Another shows how the rumors and

27 In England, William T. Stead of the Pall Mall Gazette was the first person
to discuss the role of the press in structuring public policy. See Thompson,
Political Scandal, pp. 53–58.

28 The Progressives criticized the oligarchic tendencies in the economic and
political order of the early twentieth century.

29 See the important discussion of this in the introduction to Andrei S.
Markovits and Mark Silverstein, The Politics of Scandal: Power and
Process in Liberal Democracies (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1988). For
informed comment on the sociological approach, see also Damien de Blic
and Cyril Lemieux, “Le scandale comme épreuve. Eléments de sociologie
pragmatique,” Politix 71 (2005).

30 See the fundamental article by Eric de Dampierre, “Thèmes pour l’étude
du scandale,” Annales ESC (July–Sept. 1954).
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fears associated with scandal serve to maintain group values
in small communities.31 Hannah Arendt made the same point
in her commentary on Kant’s Critique of Judgment, where she
showed how forming a judgment creates bonds among indi-
vidual subjects.32 In a more psychological approach to society
and politics, the “civilizing force of hypocrisy” has been shown
to reinforce the institutional effect by inducing accused politi-
cians to make declarations of virtue in their own defense, thus
strengthening the very values they are accused of flouting.33

Agenda and institutional effects are thus constants in
all denunciations of scandal. In recent years, however, a new
moral and political function of denunciation has begun to
emerge. It is associated with the growing insistence on trans-
parency in contemporary society. That this is a media age will
of course not do as an explanation. The origins of this major
change have to be sought further back, in the transformation
of politics itself. The trigger was what might be called the
“de-ideologization” of politics and the various forms of disen-
chantment to which this led. When politics was understood to
be in essence a clash of mutually exclusive systems based on
the class struggle, personal misbehavior mattered less. The
issue for critics of the status quo was not deviance but normal-
ity, so that denunciation of corruption was no substitute for a
critique of the “system.” The issue was the “law of profit” in
general, not the peculations of a few shady bankers. It was the

31 See Max Gluckman, “Gossip and Scandal,” Current Anthropology 4, no. 3
(June 1963).

32 See Hannah Arendt, Juger: Sur la philosophie politique de Kant (Paris:
Éditions du Seuil, 1991).

33 On this point, see the work of Jon Elster.
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norm itself that was deviant, not the transgression of the norm.
The system with all its flaws was “the establishment,” as the
phrase went. It is striking to note, for example, that Marxist
historians usually sought to play down the importance that
others spontaneously ascribed to scandals in business and
finance. Take, for example, the conclusion of one Marxist
history of the Panama Affair: “Do not be misled by the notori-
ety of scandals… They do not explain historical development.
Political regimes and economic systems never die of scandal.
They die of their contradictions, which is another matter
entirely.”34 In late nineteenth-century France, a period marked
by the revelation of any number of cases of political corrup-
tion, socialists were vehement in their attacks on the “moral
right,” which they accused of launching crusades against a few
black sheep while ignoring everything else that was wrong.

These habits began to change toward the end of the
twentieth century. Ideological disenchantment led to a more
individualized approach to political issues. Whether politi-
cians could be trusted became a more urgent question.35

Scandal and, with it, the politics of denunciation thus occupied
center stage. The result was a series of “affairs,” which
stemmed not so much from a decline of political morality as
from a renewed social insistence on transparency. What
changed was primarily the social measuring instrument and
people’s sensitivity to the issues.36 The media did not create

34 Jean Bouvier, Les Deux Scandales de Panama (Paris: Julliard, 1964), p. 204.
35 This point is stressed in Thompson, Political Scandal, p. 111.
36 See Suzanne Garment, Scandal: The Crisis of Mistrust in American Politics

(New York: Times Books, 1991). On the relation between crisis and
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the phenomenon but merely reflected and amplified the
advent of a new politics of distrust. By the same token, political
leaders exposed more of themselves to the media, opening
up their private lives in an effort to enhance their credibility.37

No longer required to demonstrate their allegiance to a camp,
they were instead obliged to give proofs of personal honesty
and demonstrate their proximity to voters.38 Simplicity and
transparency became cardinal political virtues. With the
advent of the media age and the politician’s need to put himself
on display, denunciation became a key form of democratic
action.

The primary effect of denunciation is to sully the
reputations of individuals involved in a scandal, and reputa-
tion has become an increasingly valuable form of symbolic
capital. The ability to inspire trust depends on it. Trust is an
“invisible institution,” an assumed stock of information. It
takes the place of more formal commitments such as contracts
and oaths. But it cannot exist in isolation. It is a property of a
relationship between persons or groups, for example, between
governors and governed. That relationship must be built

scandal, see Hervé Rayner, Les Scandales politiques: L’Opération “Mains
propres” en Italie (Paris: Michel Houdiard, 2005).

37 On this point, see the excellent comments by Luc Boltanski and Laurent
Thévenot: “Renunciation of secrecy is … the price to be paid for access to
exalted status. If one wants to be known, onemust be willing to reveal all and
hide nothing from the public,” in De la justification: Les Économies de la
grandeur (Paris: Gallimard, 1991), p. 226.

38 See the special issue of the journalMots 77 (March 2005) on the subject of
proximity, as well as Christian Le Bart and Rémi Lefebvre, eds., La
Proximité en politique: Usages, rhétoriques, pratiques (Presses
Universitaires de Rennes, 2003).
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Introduction

Is	Everyone	a	Populist?

No	US	election	campaign	in	living	memory	has	seen	as	many	invocations	of	“populism”	as	the	one
unfolding	 in	2015–16.	Both	Donald	Trump	and	Bernie	Sanders	have	been	 labelled	“populists.”	The
term	is	regularly	used	as	a	synonym	for	“antiestablishment,”	irrespective,	it	seems,	of	any	particular
political	 ideas;	content,	as	opposed	to	attitude,	simply	doesn’t	seem	to	matter.	The	term	is	 thus	also
primarily	 associated	 with	 particular	 moods	 and	 emotions:	 populists	 are	 “angry”;	 their	 voters	 are
“frustrated”	or	suffer	from	“resentment.”	Similar	claims	are	made	about	political	leaders	in	Europe
and	 their	 followers:	Marine	Le	 Pen	 and	Geert	Wilders,	 for	 instance,	 are	 commonly	 referred	 to	 as
populists.	Both	these	politicians	are	clearly	on	the	right.	But,	as	with	the	Sanders	phenomenon,	left-
wing	insurgents	are	also	labeled	populists:	there	is	Syriza	in	Greece,	a	left-wing	alliance	that	came	to
power	in	January	2015,	and	Podemos	in	Spain,	which	shares	with	Syriza	a	fundamental	opposition	to
Angela	Merkel’s	austerity	policies	in	response	to	the	Eurocrisis.	Both—especially	Podemos—make	a
point	of	 feeling	 inspired	by	what	 is	 commonly	 referred	 to	as	 the	“pink	 tide”	 in	Latin	America:	 the
success	of	populist	 leaders	 such	as	Rafael	Correa,	Evo	Morales,	 and,	 above	 all,	Hugo	Chávez.	Yet
what	 do	 all	 these	 political	 actors	 actually	 have	 in	 common?	 If	 we	 hold	 with	 Hannah	 Arendt	 that
political	judgment	is	the	capacity	to	draw	proper	distinctions,	the	widespread	conflation	of	right	and
left	when	talking	about	populism	should	give	us	pause.	Might	the	popularity	of	diagnosing	all	kinds
of	different	phenomena	as	“populism”	be	a	failure	of	political	judgment?
This	book	starts	with	the	observation	that,	for	all	the	talk	about	populism—the	Bulgarian	political

scientist	Ivan	Krastev,	one	of	the	sharpest	analysts	of	democratic	life	today,	has	even	called	our	time
an	“Age	of	Populism”—it	is	far	from	obvious	that	we	know	what	we	are	talking	about.1	We	simply	do
not	have	anything	like	a	theory	of	populism,	and	we	seem	to	lack	coherent	criteria	for	deciding	when
political	actors	turn	populist	in	some	meaningful	sense.	After	all,	every	politician—especially	in	poll-
driven	democracies—wants	to	appeal	to	“the	people,”	all	want	to	tell	a	story	that	can	be	understood	by
as	many	citizens	as	possible,	all	want	to	be	sensitive	to	how	“ordinary	folks”	think	and,	in	particular,
feel.	Might	a	populist	simply	be	a	successful	politician	one	doesn’t	like?	Can	the	charge	“populism”
perhaps	 itself	 be	 populist?	 Or	 might,	 in	 the	 end,	 populism	 actually	 be	 “the	 authentic	 voice	 of
democracy,”	as	Christopher	Lasch	maintained?
This	book	seeks	to	help	us	recognize	and	deal	with	populism.	It	aims	to	do	so	in	three	ways.	First,	I

want	 to	 give	 an	 account	 of	 what	 kind	 of	 political	 actor	 qualifies	 as	 populist.	 I	 argue	 that	 it	 is	 a
necessary	but	not	sufficient	condition	to	be	critical	of	elites	in	order	to	count	as	a	populist.	Otherwise,
anyone	 criticizing	 the	 status	 quo	 in,	 for	 instance,	 Greece,	 Italy,	 or	 the	 United	 States	 would	 by
definition	be	a	populist—and,	whatever	else	one	 thinks	about	Syriza,	Beppe	Grillo’s	 insurgent	Five
Star	Movement,	or	Sanders,	for	that	matter,	it’s	hard	to	deny	that	their	attacks	on	elites	can	often	be
justified.	 Also,	 virtually	 every	 presidential	 candidate	 in	 the	 United	 States	 would	 be	 a	 populist,	 if
criticism	of	existing	elites	is	all	there	is	to	populism:	everyone,	after	all,	runs	“against	Washington.”
In	addition	to	being	antielitist,	populists	are	always	antipluralist.	Populists	claim	that	they,	and	they

alone,	 represent	 the	 people.	 Think,	 for	 instance,	 of	 Turkish	 President	 Recep	 Tayyip	 Erdoğan
declaring	at	a	party	congress	in	defiance	of	his	numerous	domestic	critics,	“We	are	the	people.	Who
are	 you?”	 Of	 course,	 he	 knew	 that	 his	 opponents	 were	 Turks,	 too.	 The	 claim	 to	 exclusive
representation	 is	 not	 an	 empirical	 one;	 it	 is	 always	 distinctly	 moral.	 When	 running	 for	 office,
populists	portray	their	political	competitors	as	part	of	the	immoral,	corrupt	elite;	when	ruling,	they



refuse	to	recognize	any	opposition	as	legitimate.	The	populist	logic	also	implies	that	whoever	does
not	 support	populist	parties	might	not	be	a	proper	part	of	 the	people—always	defined	as	 righteous
and	morally	pure.	Put	simply,	populists	do	not	claim	“We	are	the	99	percent.”	What	they	imply	instead
is	“We	are	the	100	percent.”
For	populists,	this	equation	always	works	out:	any	remainder	can	be	dismissed	as	immoral	and	not

properly	a	part	of	 the	people	at	all.	That’s	another	way	of	saying	that	populism	is	always	a	 form	of
identity	 politics	 (though	 not	 all	 versions	 of	 identity	 politics	 are	 populist).	What	 follows	 from	 this
understanding	of	populism	as	an	exclusionary	form	of	identity	politics	is	that	populism	tends	to	pose
a	danger	 to	democracy.	For	democracy	requires	pluralism	and	 the	recognition	 that	we	need	 to	find
fair	 terms	 of	 living	 together	 as	 free,	 equal,	 but	 also	 irreducibly	 diverse	 citizens.	 The	 idea	 of	 the
single,	homogeneous,	authentic	people	is	a	fantasy;	as	the	philosopher	Jürgen	Habermas	once	put	it,
“the	people”	can	only	appear	in	the	plural.	And	it’s	a	dangerous	fantasy,	because	populists	do	not	just
thrive	on	conflict	and	encourage	polarization;	they	also	treat	their	political	opponents	as	“enemies	of
the	people”	and	seek	to	exclude	them	altogether.
This	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 all	 populists	will	 send	 their	 enemies	 to	 a	 gulag	 or	 build	walls	 along	 the

country’s	borders,	but	neither	 is	populism	limited	 to	harmless	campaign	rhetoric	or	a	mere	protest
that	burns	out	as	soon	as	a	populist	wins	power.	Populists	can	govern	as	populists.	This	goes	against
the	conventional	wisdom,	which	holds	 that	populist	protest	parties	 cancel	 themselves	out	once	 they
win	 an	 election,	 since	 by	 definition	 one	 cannot	 protest	 against	 oneself	 in	 government.	 Populist
governance	 exhibits	 three	 features:	 attempts	 to	 hijack	 the	 state	 apparatus,	 corruption	 and	 “mass
clientelism”	 (trading	material	 benefits	 or	 bureaucratic	 favors	 for	 political	 support	 by	 citizens	who
become	the	populists’	“clients”),	and	efforts	systematically	to	suppress	civil	society.	Of	course,	many
authoritarians	will	do	similar	things.	The	difference	is	that	populists	justify	their	conduct	by	claiming
that	they	alone	represent	the	people;	this	allows	populists	to	avow	their	practices	quite	openly.	It	also
explains	 why	 revelations	 of	 corruption	 rarely	 seem	 to	 hurt	 populist	 leaders	 (think	 of	 Erdoğan	 in
Turkey	or	the	far-right	populist	Jörg	Haider	in	Austria).	In	the	eyes	of	their	followers,	“they’re	doing
it	for	us,”	the	one	authentic	people.	The	second	chapter	of	this	volume	shows	how	populists	will	even
write	constitutions	(with	Venezuela	and	Hungary	serving	as	the	most	clear-cut	examples).	Contrary	to
the	 image	 of	 populist	 leaders	 preferring	 to	 be	 entirely	 unconstrained	 by	 relying	 on	 disorganized
masses	 that	 they	 directly	 address	 from	 the	 balcony	 of	 a	 presidential	 palace,	 populists	 in	 fact	 often
want	to	create	constraints,	so	long	as	they	function	in	an	entirely	partisan	fashion.	Rather	than	serving
as	instruments	to	preserve	pluralism,	here	constitutions	serve	to	eliminate	it.
The	 third	 chapter	 addresses	 some	 of	 the	 deeper	 causes	 of	 populism,	 in	 particular	 recent

socioeconomic	developments	across	the	West.	It	also	raises	the	question	of	how	one	can	successfully
respond	 to	 both	 populist	 politicians	 and	 their	 voters.	 I	 reject	 the	 paternalistic	 liberal	 attitude	 that
effectively	prescribes	therapy	for	citizens	“whose	fears	and	anger	have	to	be	taken	seriously”	as	well
as	 the	 notion	 that	 mainstream	 actors	 should	 simply	 copy	 populist	 proposals.	 Neither	 is	 the	 other
extreme	of	excluding	populists	from	debate	altogether	a	viable	option,	since	it	simply	responds	to	the
populist	 will	 to	 exclusion	 by	 excluding	 the	 populist.	 As	 an	 alternative,	 I	 suggest	 some	 specific
political	terms	of	how	to	confront	populists.
More	 than	a	quarter	of	a	century	ago,	a	virtually	unknown	State	Department	official	published	a

notorious	and	widely	misunderstood	article.	The	author	was	Francis	Fukuyama	and	the	title	was,	of
course,	“The	End	of	History.”	It	has	long	been	a	lazy	way	to	establish	one’s	intellectual	sophistication
to	 say	with	 a	 sneer	 that	 obviously	history	did	not	 end	with	 the	 conclusion	of	 the	Cold	War.	But	of
course,	Fukuyama	had	not	predicted	the	end	of	all	conflict.	He	had	simply	wagered	that	there	were	no
more	 rivals	 to	 liberal	 democracy	 at	 the	 level	 of	 ideas.	 He	 conceded	 that	 here	 and	 there,	 other



ideologies	might	enjoy	support,	but	he	nonetheless	maintained	that	none	of	them	would	be	capable	of
competing	with	liberal	democracy’s	(and	market	capitalism’s)	global	attractiveness.
Was	 he	 so	 obviously	 wrong?	 Radical	 Islamism	 is	 no	 serious	 ideological	 threat	 to	 liberalism.

(Those	who	conjure	up	the	specter	of	“Islamofascism”	tell	us	more	about	their	longing	for	clear-cut
battle	 lines	comparable	 to	 those	 that	prevailed	during	 the	Cold	War	 than	 they	do	about	 the	political
realities	 of	 the	 present.)	 What	 is	 now	 sometimes	 called	 “the	 China	 model”	 of	 state-controlled
capitalism	obviously	inspires	some	as	a	new	model	of	meritocracy,	and	perhaps	none	more	so	than
those	who	consider	themselves	as	having	the	greatest	merit.2	(Think	Silicon	Valley	entrepreneurs.)	It
also	inspires	through	its	track	record	of	lifting	millions	out	of	poverty—especially,	but	not	only,	in
developing	 countries.	 Yet	 “democracy”	 remains	 the	 chief	 political	 prize,	 with	 authoritarian
governments	paying	 lobbyists	and	public	relations	experts	enormous	sums	of	money	to	ensure	 that
they,	too,	are	recognized	by	international	organizations	and	Western	elites	as	genuine	democracies.
Yet	 all	 is	 not	well	 for	democracy.	The	danger	 to	democracies	 today	 is	not	 some	comprehensive

ideology	that	systematically	denies	democratic	ideals.	The	danger	is	populism—a	degraded	form	of
democracy	that	promises	to	make	good	on	democracy’s	highest	ideals	(“Let	the	people	rule!”).	The
danger	 comes,	 in	 other	 words,	 from	within	 the	 democratic	 world—the	 political	 actors	 posing	 the
danger	 speak	 the	 language	 of	 democratic	 values.	 That	 the	 end	 result	 is	 a	 form	 of	 politics	 that	 is
blatantly	 antidemocratic	 should	 trouble	 us	 all—and	 demonstrate	 the	 need	 for	 nuanced	 political
judgment	to	help	us	determine	precisely	where	democracy	ends	and	populist	peril	begins.



Chapter	1

What	Populists	Say

“A	 spectre	 is	 haunting	 the	world:	 populism.”1	 Thus	wrote	Ghita	 Ionescu	 and	 Ernest	Gellner	 in	 the
introduction	 to	 an	 edited	 volume	 on	 populism	 published	 in	 1969.	 The	 book	 was	 based	 on	 papers
delivered	at	a	very	large	conference	held	at	the	London	School	of	Economics	in	1967,	with	the	aim
“to	define	populism.”	The	many	participants,	it	turned	out,	could	not	agree	on	such	a	definition.	Yet
reading	the	proceedings	of	the	gathering	can	still	be	instructive.	One	cannot	help	thinking	that	then,
just	as	today,	all	kinds	of	political	anxieties	get	articulated	in	talk	about	“populism”—with	the	word
populism	being	used	for	many	political	phenomena	that	appear	at	first	sight	to	be	mutually	exclusive.
Given	that	today	we	also	don’t	seem	to	be	able	to	agree	on	a	definition,	one	might	be	tempted	to	ask,
Is	there	a	there	there?
Back	 in	 the	 late	 1960s,	 “populism”	 appeared	 in	 debates	 about	 decolonization,	 speculations

concerning	 the	 future	of	 “peasantism,”	and,	perhaps	most	 surprising	 from	our	vantage	point	 at	 the
beginning	 of	 the	 twenty-first	 century,	 discussions	 about	 the	 origins	 and	 likely	 developments	 of
Communism	in	general	and	Maoism	in	particular.	Today,	especially	in	Europe,	all	kinds	of	anxieties
—and,	much	less	often,	hopes—also	crystallize	around	the	word	populism.	Put	schematically,	on	the
one	 hand,	 liberals	 seem	 to	 be	worried	 about	what	 they	 see	 as	 increasingly	 illiberal	masses	 falling
prey	 to	populism,	nationalism,	and	even	outright	xenophobia;	 theorists	of	democracy,	on	 the	other
hand,	 are	 concerned	 about	 the	 rise	 of	 what	 they	 see	 as	 “liberal	 technocracy”—which	 is	 to	 say,
“responsible	governance”	by	an	elite	of	experts	 that	 is	consciously	not	 responsive	 to	 the	wishes	of
ordinary	citizens.2	Populism	might	 then	be	what	 the	Dutch	 social	 scientist	Cas	Mudde	has	called	an
“illiberal	democratic	response	to	undemocratic	liberalism.”	Populism	is	seen	as	a	threat	but	also	as	a
potential	 corrective	 for	 a	 politics	 that	 has	 somehow	 become	 too	 distant	 from	 “the	 people.”3	 There
might	be	something	 to	 the	striking	 image	Benjamin	Arditi	has	proposed	 to	capture	 the	relationship
between	 populism	 and	 democracy.	 Populism,	 according	 to	 Arditi,	 resembles	 a	 drunken	 guest	 at	 a
dinner	party:	he’s	not	respecting	table	manners,	he	is	rude,	he	might	even	start	“flirting	with	the	wives
of	other	guests.”	But	he	might	also	be	blurting	out	the	truth	about	a	liberal	democracy	that	has	become
forgetful	about	its	founding	ideal	of	popular	sovereignty.4

In	 the	 United	 States,	 the	 word	 populism	 remains	 mostly	 associated	 with	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 genuine
egalitarian	 left-wing	politics	 in	potential	conflict	with	the	stances	of	a	Democratic	Party	that,	 in	 the
eyes	 of	 populist	 critics,	 has	 become	 too	 centrist	 or,	 echoing	 the	 discussion	 in	 Europe,	 has	 been
captured	 by	 and	 for	 technocrats	 (or,	 even	 worse,	 “plutocrats”).	 After	 all,	 it	 is	 in	 particular	 the
defenders	of	“Main	Street”	against	“Wall	Street”	who	are	lauded	(or	loathed)	as	populists.	This	is	the
case	 even	when	 they	 are	 established	 politicians,	 such	 as	New	York	City	mayor	Bill	 de	Blasio	 and
Massachusetts	senator	Elizabeth	Warren.	 In	 the	United	States,	 it	 is	common	to	hear	people	speak	of
“liberal	 populism,”	whereas	 that	 expression	 in	 Europe	would	 be	 a	 blatant	 contradiction,	 given	 the
different	understandings	of	both	liberalism	and	populism	on	the	two	sides	of	the	Atlantic.5	As	is	well
known,	 “liberal”	 means	 something	 like	 “Social	 Democratic”	 in	 North	 America,	 and	 “populism”
suggests	an	uncompromising	version	of	it;	in	Europe,	by	contrast,	populism	can	never	be	combined
with	 liberalism,	 if	 one	 means	 by	 the	 latter	 something	 like	 a	 respect	 for	 pluralism	 and	 an
understanding	 of	 democracy	 as	 necessarily	 involving	 checks	 and	 balances	 (and,	 in	 general,
constraints	on	the	popular	will).
As	if	these	different	political	usages	of	the	same	word	were	not	already	confusing	enough,	matters



have	been	 further	complicated	by	 the	 rise	of	new	movements	 in	 the	wake	of	 the	 financial	crisis,	 in
particular	 the	Tea	Party	and	Occupy	Wall	Street.	Both	have	variously	been	described	as	populist,	 to
the	extent	that	even	a	coalition	between	right-wing	and	left-wing	forces	critical	of	mainstream	politics
has	 been	 suggested,	with	 “populism”	 as	 the	 potential	 common	 denominator.	 This	 curious	 sense	 of
symmetry	 has	 only	 been	 reinforced	 by	 the	ways	 in	which	 the	 2016	 presidential	 contest	 has	widely
been	described	in	the	media:	Donald	Trump	and	Bernie	Sanders	are	supposedly	both	populists,	with
one	on	the	right	and	the	other	one	on	the	left.	Both,	we	are	frequently	told,	have	at	least	in	common
that	 they	are	“antiestablishment	 insurgents”	propelled	by	the	“anger,”	“frustration,”	or	“resentment”
of	citizens.
Populism	 is	 obviously	 a	 politically	 contested	 concept.6	 Professional	 politicians	 themselves	 know

the	stakes	of	 the	battle	over	 its	meaning.	 In	Europe,	 for	 instance,	ostensible	“establishment	 figures”
are	eager	to	tag	their	opponents	as	populists.	But	some	of	those	labeled	as	populists	have	gone	on	the
counterattack.	They	have	proudly	claimed	the	label	for	themselves	with	the	argument	that,	if	populism
means	working	for	the	people,	then	they	are	indeed	populists.	How	are	we	to	judge	such	claims,	and
how	 should	 we	 draw	 distinctions	 between	 real	 populists	 and	 those	 who	 are	 merely	 branded	 as
populists	(and	perhaps	others	who	are	never	called	populists,	never	call	themselves	populists,	and	yet
still	 might	 be	 populists)?	 Are	we	 not	 facing	 complete	 conceptual	 chaos,	 as	 almost	 anything—left,
right,	 democratic,	 antidemocratic,	 liberal,	 illiberal—can	 be	 called	 populist,	 and	 populism	 can	 be
viewed	as	both	friend	and	foe	of	democracy?
How	to	proceed,	then?	In	this	chapter,	I	take	three	steps.	First,	I	try	to	show	why	several	common

approaches	 to	 understanding	 populism	 in	 fact	 lead	 down	 dead	 ends:	 a	 social-psychological
perspective	 focused	 on	 voters’	 feelings;	 a	 sociological	 analysis	 fixated	 on	 certain	 classes;	 and	 an
assessment	of	the	quality	of	policy	proposals	can	all	be	somewhat	helpful	in	understanding	populism,
but	they	do	not	properly	delineate	what	populism	is	and	how	it	might	differ	from	other	phenomena.
(Nor	is	it	helpful	to	listen	to	the	self-descriptions	of	political	actors,	as	if	one	automatically	becomes
a	populist	 simply	by	using	 the	 term.)	 In	place	of	 these	approaches,	 I	will	 follow	a	different	path	 to
understanding	populism.7

Populism,	I	argue,	is	not	anything	like	a	codified	doctrine,	but	it	is	a	set	of	distinct	claims	and	has
what	one	might	call	an	inner	logic.	When	that	logic	is	examined,	one	discovers	that	populism	is	not	a
useful	 corrective	 for	 a	 democracy	 that	 somehow	 has	 come	 to	 be	 too	 “elite-driven,”	 as	 many
observers	hold.	The	image	according	to	which	liberal	democracy	involves	a	balance	where	we	can
choose	to	have	a	little	bit	more	liberalism	or	a	little	bit	more	democracy	is	fundamentally	misleading.
To	be	sure,	democracies	can	legitimately	differ	on	questions	such	as	the	possibility	and	frequency	of
referenda	or	the	power	of	judges	to	invalidate	laws	overwhelmingly	passed	in	a	legislature.	But	the
notion	 that	we	move	closer	 to	democracy	by	pitting	a	“silent	majority,”	which	supposedly	 is	being
ignored	by	elites,	against	elected	politician	is	not	just	an	illusion;	it	is	a	politically	pernicious	thought.
In	 that	 sense,	 I	 believe	 that	 a	 proper	 grasp	 of	 populism	 also	 helps	 deepen	 our	 understanding	 of
democracy.	 Populism	 is	 something	 like	 a	 permanent	 shadow	of	modern	 representative	 democracy,
and	a	constant	peril.	Becoming	aware	of	its	character	can	help	us	see	the	distinctive	features—and,	to
some	degree,	also	the	shortcomings—of	the	democracies	we	actually	live	in.8

Understanding	Populism:	Dead	Ends

The	notion	of	populism	as	somehow	“progressive”	or	“grassroots”	is	largely	an	American	(North,
Central,	 and	 South)	 phenomenon.	 In	 Europe,	 one	 finds	 a	 different	 historically	 conditioned



preconception	of	 populism.	There	 populism	 is	 connected,	 primarily	 by	 liberal	 commentators,	with
irresponsible	policies	or	various	forms	of	political	pandering	(“demagoguery”	and	“populism”	are
often	 used	 interchangeably).	 As	 Ralf	 Dahrendorf	 once	 put	 it,	 populism	 is	 simple;	 democracy	 is
complex.9	More	particularly,	there	is	a	long-standing	association	of	“populism”	with	the	accumulation
of	 public	 debt—an	 association	 that	 has	 also	 dominated	 recent	 discussions	 of	 parties	 like	 Syriza	 in
Greece	and	Podemos	in	Spain,	which	are	classified	by	many	European	commentators	as	instances	of
“left-wing	populism.”
Populism	is	also	frequently	identified	with	a	particular	class,	especially	the	petty	bourgeoisie	and,

until	peasants	and	farmers	disappeared	 from	the	European	and	 the	American	political	 imaginations
(ca.	1979,	I’d	say),	those	engaged	in	cultivating	the	land.	This	can	seem	like	a	sociologically	robust
theory	(classes	are	constructs,	of	course,	but	they	can	be	empirically	specified	in	fairly	precise	ways).
This	approach	usually	comes	with	an	additional	set	of	criteria	drawn	from	social	psychology:	those
espousing	populist	 claims	publicly	 and,	 in	 particular,	 those	 casting	ballots	 for	 populist	 parties,	 are
said	 to	 be	 driven	 by	 “fears”	 (of	 modernization,	 globalization,	 etc.)	 or	 feelings	 of	 “anger,”
“frustration,”	and	“resentment.”
Finally,	there	is	a	tendency	among	historians	and	social	scientists—in	both	Europe	and	the	United

States—to	say	that	populism	is	best	specified	by	examining	what	parties	and	movements	that	at	some
point	in	the	past	have	called	themselves	“populists”	have	in	common.	One	can	then	read	the	relevant
features	of	the	“-ism”	in	question	off	the	self-descriptions	of	the	relevant	historical	actors.
In	my	view,	none	of	these	perspectives	or	seemingly	straightforward	empirical	criteria	is	helpful

for	 conceptualizing	 populism.	 Given	 how	 widespread	 these	 perspectives	 are—and	 how	 often
seemingly	 empirical	 and	 neutral	 diagnoses	 such	 as	 “lower-middle	 class”	 and	 “resentment”	 are
deployed	without	much	thinking—I	want	to	spell	out	my	objections	in	some	detail.
First	of	all,	when	examining	 the	quality	of	policies,	 it’s	hard	 to	deny	 that	 some	policies	 justified

with	reference	to	“the	people”	really	can	turn	out	to	have	been	irresponsible:	those	deciding	on	such
policies	did	not	think	hard	enough;	they	failed	to	gather	all	the	relevant	evidence;	or,	most	plausibly,
their	knowledge	of	the	likely	long-term	consequences	should	have	made	them	refrain	from	policies
with	 only	 short-term	 electoral	 benefits	 for	 themselves.	 One	 does	 not	 have	 to	 be	 a	 neoliberal
technocrat	to	judge	some	policies	as	plainly	irrational.	Think	of	Hugo	Chávez’s	hapless	successor	as
president	 of	 Venezuela,	 Nicolás	 Maduro,	 who	 sought	 to	 fight	 inflation	 by	 sending	 soldiers	 into
electronics	stores	and	having	 them	put	stickers	with	 lower	prices	on	products.	 (Maduro’s	preferred
theory	of	 inflation	came	down	to	“parasites	of	 the	bourgeoisie”	as	 the	main	cause.)	Or	think	of	 the
French	 Front	 National,	 which	 in	 the	 1970s	 and	 1980s	 put	 up	 posters	 saying	 “Two	 Million
Unemployed	Is	Two	Million	Immigrants	Too	Many!”	The	equation	was	so	simple	that	everyone	could
solve	it	and	seemingly	figure	out	with	bon	sens	what	the	correct	policy	solution	had	to	be.
Still,	we	cannot	generate	a	criterion	for	what	constitutes	populism	this	way.	For	 in	most	areas	of

public	 life,	 there	 simply	 is	 no	 absolutely	 clear,	 uncontested	 line	 between	 responsibility	 and
irresponsibility.	 Often	 enough,	 charges	 of	 irresponsibility	 are	 themselves	 highly	 partisan	 (and	 the
irresponsible	policies	most	frequently	denounced	almost	always	benefit	the	worst-off).10	In	any	case,
making	 a	 political	 debate	 a	 matter	 of	 “responsible”	 versus	 “irresponsible”	 poses	 the	 question,
Responsible	according	to	which	values	or	larger	commitments?11	Free	trade	agreements—to	take	an
obvious	example—can	be	responsible	in	light	of	a	commitment	to	maximizing	overall	GDP	and	yet
have	distributional	consequences	that	one	might	find	unacceptable	in	light	of	other	values.	The	debate
then	has	 to	be	about	 the	value	commitments	of	a	society	as	a	whole,	or	perhaps	about	 the	different
income	distributions	that	follows	from	different	economic	theories.	Setting	up	a	distinction	between
populism	 and	 responsible	 policies	 only	 obscures	 the	 real	 issues	 at	 stake.	 It	 can	 also	 be	 an	 all-too-



convenient	way	to	discredit	criticism	of	certain	policies.
Focusing	 on	 particular	 socioeconomic	 groups	 as	 the	 main	 supporters	 of	 populism	 is	 no	 less

misleading.	It	is	also	empirically	dubious,	as	a	number	of	studies	have	shown.12	Less	obviously,	such
an	argument	often	results	from	a	largely	discredited	set	of	assumptions	from	modernization	theory.	It
is	true	that	in	many	cases,	voters	who	support	what	might	initially	be	called	populist	parties	share	a
certain	income	and	educational	profile:	especially	in	Europe,	those	who	vote	for	what	are	commonly
referred	 to	 as	 right-wing	 populist	 parties	 make	 less	 and	 are	 less	 educated.	 (They	 are	 also
overwhelmingly	male—a	finding	that	holds	for	the	United	States	as	well,	but	not	for	Latin	America.)13
Yet	this	picture	is	by	no	means	always	true.	As	the	German	social	scientist	Karin	Priester	has	shown,
economically	successful	citizens	often	adopt	an	essentially	Social	Darwinist	attitude	and	justify	their
support	for	right-wing	parties	by	asking,	in	effect,	“I	have	made	it—why	can’t	they?”	(Think	of	the
Tea	Party	placard	demanding	“Redistribute	My	Work	Ethic!”)14	Not	 least,	 in	some	countries	such	as
France	and	Austria,	populist	parties	have	become	so	large	that	they	effectively	resemble	what	used	to
be	called	“catch-all	parties”:	they	attract	a	large	number	of	workers,	but	their	voters	also	come	from
many	other	walks	of	life.
A	 number	 of	 surveys	 have	 shown	 that	 one’s	 personal	 socioeconomic	 situation	 and	 support	 for

right-wing	populist	parties	often	do	not	correlate	at	all,	because	the	latter	 is	based	on	a	much	more
general	assessment	of	the	situation	of	one’s	country.15	It	would	be	misleading	to	reduce	perceptions	of
national	decline	or	danger	(“Elites	are	robbing	us	of	our	own	country!”)	to	personal	fears	or	“status
anxiety.”	Many	supporters	of	populist	parties	actually	pride	themselves	on	doing	their	own	thinking
(even	their	own	research)	about	the	political	situation	and	deny	that	their	stances	are	just	about	them
or	are	driven	merely	by	emotions.16

One	 should	 be	 very	 careful	 indeed	 about	 using	 such	 loaded	 terms	 as	 “frustration,”	 “anger,”	 and
especially	 “resentment”	 to	 explain	 populism.	 There	 are	 at	 least	 two	 reasons	 for	 this.	 First,	 while
commentators	invoking	a	term	like	resentment	might	not	be	rehearsing	Nietzsche’s	The	Genealogy	of
Morality	in	the	back	of	their	minds,	it	is	hard	to	see	how	one	could	entirely	avoid	certain	connotations
of	 ressentiment.	 Those	 suffering	 from	 resentment	 are	 by	 definition	 weak,	 even	 if	 in	 Nietzsche’s
analysis	 those	 consumed	 by	 resentment	 can	 become	 creative,	 with	 the	 cleverest	 among	 the	 weak
vanquishing	the	strong	by	reordering	the	rank	of	human	values.	The	resentful	are	nonetheless	defined
by	 their	 inferiority	 and	 their	 reactive	character.17	 They	 feel	 bad	 about	 the	 strong	 and	 bottle	 up	 that
feeling;	 their	 self-understanding	 is	 thus	 fundamentally	 dependent	 on	 the	 strong,	 as	 they	 ultimately
long	 for	 proper	 recognition	 by	 the	 superior.	 In	 that	 sense,	 the	 resentful	 are	 always	 incapable	 of
anything	 like	 autonomous	 conduct.	 They	 have	 to	 keep	 lying	 to	 themselves	 about	 their	 own	 actual
condition,	even	if	they	can	never	quite	believe	their	own	lies.	As	Max	Scheler	put	it,	resentment	leads
humans	slowly	to	poison	their	own	souls.18

Now,	maybe	 one	 really	 believes	 that	 this	 is	 actually	 true	 of	 all	 people	 who	 wear	 baseball	 caps
emblazoned	with	the	slogan	“Make	America	Great	Again.”	Or	that	those	who	vote	for	populist	parties
always	 have	 authoritarian	 personalities	 or	 perhaps	 what	 social	 psychologists	 call	 “low	 agreeable
personalities.”19	But	one	should	at	least	face	up	to	the	political	consequences	of	such	psychologizing
diagnoses—namely,	that	they	end	up	confirming	those	people’s	view	of	“liberal	elites”	as	being	not
just	deeply	condescending	but	also	constitutively	unable	to	live	up	to	their	own	democratic	ideals	by
failing	 to	 take	 ordinary	 people	 at	 their	word,	 preferring	 instead	 to	 prescribe	 political	 therapy	 as	 a
cure	 for	 fearful	 and	 resentful	 citizens.	 The	 simple	 fact	 is	 that	 “anger”	 and	 “frustration”	might	 not
always	 be	 very	 articulate—but	 they	 are	 also	 not	 “just	 emotions”	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 being	 completely
divorced	from	thought.	There	are	reasons	for	anger	and	frustration,	which	most	people	can	actually
spell	out	in	some	form	or	other.20	This	is	not	to	say,	of	course,	that	all	these	reasons	are	plausible	and



should	 just	 be	 accepted	 at	 face	 value;	 the	 feeling	 of	 having	 been	wronged	 or	 sentiments	 that	 “the
country	 has	 been	 taken	 away	 from	 us”	 are	 certainly	 not	 self-validating.	 But	 simply	 to	 shift	 the
discussion	to	social	psychology	(and	treat	the	angry	and	frustrated	as	potential	patients	for	a	political
sanatorium)	is	to	neglect	a	basic	democratic	duty	to	engage	in	reasoning.	Here	seemingly	enlightened
liberals	appear	to	be	repeating	the	very	exclusionary	gestures	of	some	of	their	illustrious	nineteenth-
century	 predecessors	 who	 were	 wary	 of	 extending	 the	 franchise	 because	 the	 masses	 were	 “too
emotional”	to	exercise	the	vote	responsibly.
Now,	 even	 if	 one	were	 to	 conclude	 that	 nothing	 should	 prevent	 elites	 from	 criticizing	 the	 value

commitments	of	ordinary	citizens,	it	is	still	rather	peculiar	to	conflate	the	content	of	a	set	of	political
beliefs	with	 the	socioeconomic	positions	and	 the	psychological	states	of	 its	supporters.	This	 is	 like
saying	 that	 the	 best	 way	 to	 understand	 Social	 Democracy	 is	 to	 redescribe	 its	 voters	 as	 workers
envious	 of	 rich	 people.	 The	 profile	 of	 supporters	 of	 populism	 obviously	matters	 in	 how	we	 think
about	 the	 phenomenon.	 But	 it	 is	 not	 just	 patronizing	 to	 explain	 the	 entire	 phenomenon	 as	 an
inarticulate	political	expression	on	the	part	of	the	supposed	“losers	in	the	process	of	modernization.”
It	is	also	not	really	an	explanation.
Then	 why	 do	 so	 many	 of	 us	 keep	 resorting	 to	 it?	 Because	 consciously	 or	 unconsciously,	 we

continue	to	draw	on	a	set	of	assumptions	derived	from	modernization	theory	that	had	its	heyday	in	the
1950s	 and	 1960s.	 This	 is	 true	 even	 of	many	 political	 theorists	 and	 social	 scientists	who,	 if	 asked,
would	say	they	consider	modernization	theory	to	be	thoroughly	discredited.	It	was	liberal	intellectuals
like	 Daniel	 Bell,	 Edward	 Shils,	 and	 Seymour	Martin	 Lipset	 (all	 heirs	 of	Max	Weber)	 who	 in	 the
course	 of	 the	 1950s	 began	 to	 describe	 what	 they	 considered	 to	 be	 “populism”	 as	 a	 helpless
articulation	 of	 anxieties	 and	 anger	 by	 those	 longing	 for	 a	 simpler,	 “premodern”	 life.21	 Lipset,	 for
instance,	 claimed	 that	 populism	 was	 attractive	 for	 “the	 disgruntled	 and	 the	 psychologically
homeless,	.	.	.	the	personal	failures,	the	socially	isolated,	the	economically	insecure,	the	uneducated,
unsophisticated,	 and	 authoritarian	 personalities.”22	 The	 immediate	 targets	 of	 these	 social	 theorists
were	McCarthyism	 and	 the	 John	Birch	 Society—but	 their	 diagnosis	 often	 extended	 to	 the	 original
American	 populist	 revolt	 of	 the	 late	 nineteenth	 century.	 Victor	 C.	 Ferkiss,	 for	 instance,	 saw	 the
followers	of	 the	Farmer ’s	Alliance	 and	 the	People’s	Party	 as	nothing	 less	 than	 the	precursors	of	 a
distinct	American	variety	of	fascism.23	This	thesis	was	not	to	remain	uncontested—but	the	background
assumptions	are	still	present	among	many	social	and	political	commentators	today.24

Finally,	 there	 is	 the	 thought	 that	populism	must	have	something	 to	do	with	 those	who	first	called
themselves	populists.	Think	of	the	Russian	narodniki	in	the	late	nineteenth	century	and	their	ideology
of	Narodnichestvo,	which	 is	usually	 translated	as	“populism.”	The	narodniki	were	 intellectuals	who
idealized	the	Russian	peasants	and	saw	the	village	commune	as	a	political	model	for	the	country	as	a
whole.	 They	 also	 advocated	 “going	 to	 the	 people”	 for	 political	 advice	 and	 guidance.	 (Like	 many
urban	intellectuals,	 they	found	that	“the	people”	neither	welcomed	them	in	 the	ways	 they	had	hoped
nor	 recognized	 the	 political	 prescriptions	 deduced	 from	 their	 supposedly	 “pure	 ways	 of	 life”	 by
intellectuals.)
For	 many	 observers,	 there	 simply	 has	 to	 be	 a	 reason	 something	 called	 “populism”	 emerged

simultaneously	in	Russia	and	the	United	States	toward	the	end	of	the	nineteenth	century.	The	fact	that
both	movements	had	something	to	do	with	farmers	and	peasants	gave	rise	to	the	notion—prevalent	at
least	until	the	1970s—that	populism	had	a	close	connection	to	agrarianism	or	that	it	was	necessarily	a
revolt	of	reactionary,	economically	backward	groups	in	rapidly	modernizing	societies.
While	 that	 association	 is	 largely	 lost	 today,	 the	 origins	 of	 “populism”	 in	 the	 United	 States	 in

particular	still	suggests	to	many	observers	that	populism	must	at	least	on	some	level	be	“popular”	in
the	 sense	 of	 favoring	 the	 least	 advantaged	 or	 bringing	 the	 excluded	 into	 politics—a	 sense	 that	 is



reinforced	by	a	glance	at	Latin	America,	where	 the	advocates	of	populism	have	always	stressed	 its
inclusionary	and	emancipatory	character	in	what	remains	the	most	economically	unequal	continent	on
the	globe.
To	be	sure,	one	cannot	simply	by	fiat	ban	such	associations:	historical	languages	are	what	they	are

and,	 as	Nietzsche	 taught	us,	 only	 that	which	has	no	history	 can	be	defined.	But	political	 and	 social
theory	 also	 cannot	 simply	 root	 itself	 in	 one	 particular	 historical	 experience—with,	 for	 example,
every	 form	of	populism	presumed	 to	 fit	 the	 template	of	 the	American	People’s	Party.25	We	 have	 to
allow	 for	 the	 possibility	 that	 a	 plausible	 understanding	 of	 populism	will	 in	 fact	 end	 up	 excluding
historical	 movements	 and	 actors	 who	 explicitly	 called	 themselves	 populists.	 With	 very	 few
exceptions,	 historians	 (or	 political	 theorists,	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 they	 care	 about	 such	 historical
phenomena)	 would	 not	 argue	 that	 a	 proper	 understanding	 of	 socialism	 needs	 to	 make	 room	 for
National	 Socialism	 just	 because	 the	 Nazis	 called	 themselves	 socialists.	 But	 then,	 to	 decide	 which
historical	experience	really	fits	a	particular	“-ism,”	we	must	of	course	have	a	theory	of	that	particular
“-ism.”	So	what	is	populism?

The	Logic	of	Populism

Populism,	 I	 suggest,	 is	 a	 particular	 moralistic	 imagination	 of	 politics,	 a	 way	 of	 perceiving	 the
political	world	 that	 sets	 a	morally	pure	 and	 fully	unified—but,	 I	 shall	 argue,	 ultimately	 fictional—
people	 against	 elites	 who	 are	 deemed	 corrupt	 or	 in	 some	 other	 way	 morally	 inferior.26	 It	 is	 a
necessary	 but	 not	 a	 sufficient	 condition	 to	 be	 critical	 of	 elites	 in	 order	 to	 qualify	 as	 a	 populist.
Otherwise,	anyone	criticizing	the	powerful	and	the	status	quo	in	any	country	would	by	definition	be	a
populist.	 In	 addition	 to	being	antielitist,	 populists	 are	 always	antipluralist:	populists	 claim	 that	 they,
and	only	they,	represent	the	people.27	Other	political	competitors	are	just	part	of	the	immoral,	corrupt
elite,	 or	 so	 populists	 say,	 while	 not	 having	 power	 themselves;	 when	 in	 government,	 they	will	 not
recognize	anything	 like	a	 legitimate	opposition.	The	populist	core	claim	also	 implies	 that	whoever
does	not	really	support	populist	parties	might	not	be	part	of	 the	proper	people	to	begin	with.	In	the
words	of	the	French	philosopher	Claude	Lefort,	the	supposedly	real	people	first	has	to	be	“extracted”
from	 the	 sum	 total	 of	 actual	 citizens.28	 This	 ideal	 people	 is	 then	 presumed	 to	 be	morally	 pure	 and
unerring	in	its	will.
Populism	 arises	 with	 the	 introduction	 of	 representative	 democracy;	 it	 is	 its	 shadow.	 Populists

hanker	 after	 what	 the	 political	 theorist	 Nancy	 Rosenblum	 has	 called	 “holism”:	 the	 notion	 that	 the
polity	 should	no	 longer	be	split	 and	 the	 idea	 that	 it’s	possible	 for	 the	people	 to	be	one	and—all	of
them—to	 have	 one	 true	 representative.29	 The	 core	 claim	 of	 populism	 is	 thus	 a	moralized	 form	 of
antipluralism.	 Political	 actors	 not	 committed	 to	 this	 claim	 are	 simply	 not	 populists.30	 Populism
requires	a	pars	pro	toto	argument	and	a	claim	to	exclusive	representation,	with	both	understood	in	a
moral,	as	opposed	to	empirical,	sense.31	There	can	be	no	populism,	in	other	words,	without	someone
speaking	in	the	name	of	the	people	as	a	whole.	Think	of	George	Wallace’s	infamous	statement	upon
his	inauguration	as	governor	of	Alabama:	“In	the	name	of	the	greatest	people	that	have	ever	trod	this
earth,	 I	 draw	 the	 line	 in	 the	 dust	 and	 toss	 the	 gauntlet	 before	 the	 feet	 of	 tyranny	 .	 .	 .	 and	 I	 say	 .	 .	 .
segregation	 now	 .	 .	 .	 segregation	 tomorrow	 .	 .	 .	 segregation	 forever.”32	 Segregation	 did	 not	 last
forever,	but	what	Wallace	said	about	it	tarnished	his	reputation	forever;	it	was	clearly	racism.	Yet	the
rhetoric	that	revealed	Wallace	to	be	a	populist	centered	on	his	claim	exclusively	to	speak	“in	the	name
of	the	greatest	people	that	have	ever	trod	this	earth.”	What	exactly	gave	the	governor	of	Alabama	the
right	 to	 speak	 in	 the	name	of	all	Americans—minus,	evidently,	 the	proponents	of	“tyranny,”	which
meant,	 of	 course,	 the	 Kennedy	 administration	 and	 everyone	 else	 who	 was	 working	 to	 end



segregation?	And	what	allowed	him,	furthermore,	to	claim	that	the	“real	America”	was	what	he	called
“the	Great	Anglo-Saxon	Southland”?33	Clearly,	everything	good	and	authentic	in	the	United	States	was
Southern,	or	so	it	seemed	when	Wallace	exclaimed,	“And	you	native	sons	and	daughters	of	old	New
England’s	 rock-ribbed	 patriotism	 .	 .	 .	 and	 you	 sturdy	 natives	 of	 the	 great	 mid-West	 .	 .	 .	 and	 you
descendants	of	the	far	West	flaming	spirit	of	pioneer	freedom	.	.	.	we	invite	you	to	come	and	be	with
us	.	.	.	for	you	are	of	the	Southern	mind	.	.	.	and	the	Southern	spirit	.	.	.	and	the	Southern	philosophy	.	.	.
you	are	Southerners	too	and	brothers	with	us	in	our	fight.”	Toward	the	end	of	the	address,	Wallace
claimed	that	virtually	all	Founding	Fathers	had	been	Southerners.34

This	is	the	core	claim	of	populism:	only	some	of	the	people	are	really	the	people.	Think	of	Nigel
Farage	 celebrating	 the	 Brexit	 vote	 by	 claiming	 that	 it	 had	 been	 a	 “victory	 for	 real	 people”	 (thus
making	the	48	percent	of	the	British	electorate	who	had	opposed	taking	the	UK	out	of	the	European
Union	somehow	less	than	real—or,	put	more	directly,	questioning	their	status	as	proper	members	of
the	political	community).	Or	consider	a	remark	by	Donald	Trump	that	went	virtually	unnoticed,	given
the	 frequency	 with	 which	 the	 New	 York	 billionaire	 has	 made	 outrageous	 and	 deeply	 offensive
statements.	 At	 a	 campaign	 rally	 in	 May,	 Trump	 announced	 that	 “the	 only	 important	 thing	 is	 the
unification	of	the	people—because	the	other	people	don’t	mean	anything.”35

Since	Greek	and	Roman	times,	“the	people”	has	been	used	in	at	least	three	senses:	first,	the	people
as	the	whole	(which	is	to	say,	all	members	of	the	polity,	or	what	used	to	be	called	“the	body	politic”);
second,	 the	 “common	 people”	 (the	 part	 of	 the	 res	 publica	made	 up	 of	 commoners,	 or	 in	modern
terms:	the	excluded,	the	downtrodden,	and	the	forgotten);	and,	third,	the	nation	as	a	whole,	understood
in	a	distinctly	cultural	sense.36

It	is	plainly	inadequate	to	say	that	all	appeals	to	“the	people”	qualify	as	populism.	An	idealization	of
the	people	(think	of	Bakunin	saying	“the	people	 is	 the	only	source	of	moral	 truth	 .	 .	 .	and	I	have	in
mind	the	scoundrel,	the	dregs,	uncontaminated	by	bourgeois	civilization”)	would	not	necessarily	be
populism,	 though	 the	 Russian	 narodniki	 in	 the	 late	 nineteenth	 century	 understood	 populism	 in
precisely	 this	way.	Less	obviously,	 advocacy	 for	 “the	common	people”	or	 the	excluded—even	 if	 it
involves	an	explicit	criticism	of	elites—is	also	insufficient	evidence	of	populism.	For	a	political	actor
or	movement	to	be	populist,	 it	must	claim	that	a	part	of	 the	people	 is	 the	people—and	that	only	the
populist	 authentically	 identifies	 and	 represents	 this	 real	 or	 true	 people.	 Put	 in	 terms	 derived	 from
ancient	 Rome,	 fighting	 for	 the	 interests	 of	 the	 plebs,	 “the	 common	 people,”	 is	 not	 populism,	 but
saying	 that	 only	 the	plebs	 (as	 opposed	 to	 the	 patrician	 class,	 never	mind	 the	 slaves)	 is	 the	populus
Romanus—and	that	only	a	particular	kind	of	populares	properly	represents	 the	authentic	people—is
populism.	 In	 the	 same	 vein,	 in	Machiavelli’s	 Florence,	 fighting	 for	 the	 popolo	 against	 the	 grandi
would	not	automatically	be	populism,	but	saying	that	the	grandi	do	not	belong	in	Florence,	no	matter
what	they	say	or	do,	would	be	populism.
Populists	themselves	often	conceive	of	political	morality	in	terms	of	work	and	corruption.	This	has

led	some	observers	 to	associate	populism	with	a	distinct	 ideology	of	“producerism.”37	 Populists	 pit
the	pure,	innocent,	always	hardworking	people	against	a	corrupt	elite	who	do	not	really	work	(other
than	to	further	their	self-interest)	and,	in	right-wing	populism,	also	against	the	very	bottom	of	society
(those	 who	 also	 do	 not	 really	 work	 and	 live	 like	 parasites	 off	 the	 work	 of	 others).	 In	 American
history,	 think	 of	 the	 way	 followers	 of	 Andrew	 Jackson	 opposed	 both	 “aristocrats”	 at	 the	 top	 and
Native	 Americans	 and	 slaves	 below	 them.38	 Right-wing	 populists	 also	 typically	 claim	 to	 discern	 a
symbiotic	relationship	between	an	elite	that	does	not	truly	belong	and	marginal	groups	that	are	also
distinct	from	the	people.	In	the	twentieth-century	United	States,	these	groups	were	usually	liberal	elites
on	 the	 one	 hand	 and	 racial	 minorities	 on	 the	 other.	 The	 controversy	 over	 Barack	 Obama’s	 birth
certificate	 made	 this	 logic	 almost	 ridiculously	 obvious	 and	 literal:	 at	 one	 and	 the	 same	 time,	 the



president	managed	to	embody	in	the	eyes	of	right-wingers	both	the	“bicoastal	elite”	and	the	African
American	Other,	neither	of	which	really	belongs	 to	 the	United	States	proper.	This	helps	explain	 the
extraordinary	 obsession	 of	 the	 “birthers”	 with	 proving	 that	 Obama	 was	 not	 just	 symbolically	 an
illegitimate	office	holder	but	plainly	an	illegal	one—an	“un-American”	figure	who	had	usurped	the
nation’s	highest	office	under	false	pretenses.	(This	obsession	went	far	beyond	the	tendency	of	right-
wingers	during	the	1990s	to	term	Bill	Clinton	“your	president”—though	the	basic	impulse	to	cast	the
chief	executive	as	fundamentally	illegitimate	was	similar.)39	One	might	also	think	of	post-Communist
elites	 and	 ethnic	 groups	 such	 as	 the	 Roma	 in	 Central	 and	 Eastern	 Europe,	 or	 “Communists”	 and
illegal	 immigrants	 (according	 to	 Silvio	 Berlusconi)	 in	 Italy.	 In	 the	 former	 case,	 the	 liberal	 post-
Communist	elites	do	not	properly	belong,	as	they	collude	with	outside	powers	such	as	the	European
Union	and	espouse	beliefs	alien	to	the	true	homeland,	while	the	Roma—Europe’s	most	discriminated
minority—has	 no	 proper	 place	 in	 the	 nation	 to	 begin	 with.	 The	 far-right	 populist	 Jobbik	 party	 in
Hungary,	for	instance,	always	analogizes	“politician	crime”	and	“gypsy	crime.”40

The	moralistic	conception	of	politics	advanced	by	populists	clearly	depends	on	some	criterion	for
distinguishing	 the	 moral	 and	 the	 immoral,	 the	 pure	 and	 the	 corrupt,	 the	 people	 who	 matter,	 in
Trump’s	parlance,	and	those	“who	don’t	mean	anything.”	But	the	distinction	does	not	have	to	be	work
and	 its	 opposite.	 If	 “work”	 turns	 out	 to	 be	 indeterminate,	 ethnic	markers	 can	 readily	 come	 to	 the
rescue.	(Of	course,	racist	thought	often	equates	race	and	laziness	without	having	to	make	that	equation
explicit:	nobody	ever	imagines	welfare	queens	to	be	white.)	Still,	it’s	a	mistake	to	think	that	populism
will	always	turn	out	to	be	a	form	of	nationalism	or	ethnic	chauvinism.	There	are	a	variety	of	ways	for
a	populist	to	distinguish	moral	and	immoral.	What	will	always	need	to	be	present	is	some	distinction
between	the	morally	pure	people	and	their	opponents.	This	assumption	of	the	noble	people	also	then
distinguishes	populists	from	other	political	actors	who	are	antipluralists.	For	instance,	Leninists	and
highly	intolerant	religious	actors	do	not	think	of	the	people	as	morally	pure	and	unerring	in	its	will.
Not	everyone	who	rejects	pluralism	is	a	populist.

Just	What	Exactly	Do	Populists	Claim	to	Represent?

Contrary	 to	conventional	wisdom,	populists	do	not	have	 to	be	against	 the	 idea	of	 representation	as
such;	 rather,	 they	 can	 positively	 endorse	 a	 particular	 version	 of	 it.	 Populists	 are	 fine	 with
representation,	 as	 long	 as	 the	 right	 representatives	 represent	 the	 right	 people	 to	 make	 the	 right
judgment	and	consequently	do	the	right	thing.
Apart	 from	 determining	 who	 really	 belongs	 to	 the	 people,	 populists	 therefore	 need	 to	 say

something	about	the	content	of	what	the	authentic	people	actually	want.	What	they	usually	suggest	is
that	there	is	a	singular	common	good,	that	the	people	can	discern	and	will	it,	and	that	a	politician	or	a
party	 (or,	 less	plausibly,	a	movement)	can	unambiguously	 implement	 it	 as	policy.41	 In	 this	 sense,	 as
Cas	Mudde	and	Cristóbal	Rovira	Kaltwasser	have	pointed	out	 in	 their	 important	work	on	empirical
cases	of	populism,	populist	always	sounds	at	 least	 somewhat	“Rousseauean,”	even	 if	 there	are	also
important	differences	between	populism	and	Rousseau’s	democratic	 thought,	 to	which	 I’ll	 turn	 in	a
moment.42	Moreover,	 the	 emphasis	 on	 a	 singular	 common	 good	 that	 is	 clearly	 comprehensible	 to
common	sense	and	capable	of	being	articulated	as	a	singularly	correct	policy	that	can	be	collectively
willed	 at	 least	 partly	 explains	 why	 populism	 is	 so	 often	 associated	 with	 the	 idea	 of	 an
oversimplification	 of	 policy	 challenges.43	 Hungary’s	 right-wing	 populist	 leader	 Viktor	 Orbán,	 for
instance,	did	not	participate	in	debates	before	the	2010	and	2014	elections	(both	of	which	he	went	on
to	win).	He	explained	his	refusal	to	debate	as	follows:



No	policy-specific	debates	are	needed	now,	the	alternatives	in	front	of	us	are	obvious
[	.	 .	 .	]	I	am	sure	you	have	seen	what	happens	when	a	tree	falls	over	a	road	and	many
people	gather	around	it.	Here	you	always	have	two	kinds	of	people.	Those	who	have
great	ideas	how	to	remove	the	tree,	and	share	with	others	their	wonderful	theories,	and
give	 advice.	 Others	 simply	 realize	 that	 the	 best	 is	 to	 start	 pulling	 the	 tree	 from	 the
road.	.	.	.	[W]e	need	to	understand	that	for	rebuilding	the	economy	it	is	not	theories	that
are	 needed	but	 rather	 thirty	 robust	 lads	who	 start	working	 to	 implement	what	we	 all
know	needs	to	be	done.44

Here	Orbán	equates	the	correct	policy	with	what	common	sense	can	easily	discern.	What	needs	to	be
done	is	obvious;	no	debate	about	values	or	weighing	of	empirical	evidence	is	required.
Except	that	it	is	required.	We	have	already	seen	how,	for	populists,	there	cannot	be	such	a	thing	as

legitimate	competition	when	populists	run	for	office—hence	slogans	such	as	“Abbasso	tutti!”	(“Down
with	 them	all!”),	“¡Que	se	vayan	 todos!”	 (“Everyone	out!”),	Qu’ils	 s’en	aillent	 tous!	 (“Let	 them	all
go!”),	 or	Beppe	Grillo’s	 “V-Days”	 (“V”	 stood	 for	vaffanculo	 [fuck	 off]).	When	 they	 are	 in	 power,
there	 is	 likewise	 no	 such	 thing	 as	 a	 legitimate	 opposition.	But	 then,	 if	 they	 are	 the	 only	 legitimate
representatives	of	 the	people,	how	can	 it	be	 that	populists	aren’t	 in	power	already?	And	how	could
anyone	 be	 against	 them	 once	 they	 have	 attained	 power?	 Here	 a	 crucial	 aspect	 of	 populists’
understanding	 of	 political	 representation	 comes	 into	 play:	while	 it	 can	 sound	 as	 if	 they	 espouse	 a
notion	 of	 a	 democratic	 representation	 of	 the	 popular	 will,	 they	 actually	 rely	 on	 a	 symbolic
representation	of	the	“real	people”	(as	in	the	notion	of	“real	Americans,”	a	beloved	term	of	George
Wallace).	 For	 them,	 “the	 people	 themselves”	 is	 a	 fictional	 entity	 outside	 existing	 democratic
procedures,	a	homogeneous	and	morally	unified	body	whose	alleged	will	can	be	played	off	against
actual	election	results	in	democracies.	It	is	not	an	accident	that	Richard	Nixon’s	famous	(or	infamous)
notion	of	a	“silent	majority”	has	had	such	an	illustrious	career	among	populists:	if	the	majority	were
not	silent,	it	would	already	have	a	government	that	truly	represented	it.45	If	the	populist	politician	fails
at	the	polls,	it	is	not	because	he	or	she	does	not	represent	the	people,	but	because	the	majority	has	not
yet	dared	to	speak.	As	long	they	are	in	opposition,	populists	will	always	invoke	an	uninstitutionalized
people	“out	there”—in	existential	opposition	to	officeholders	who	have	been	authorized	by	an	actual
election,	or	even	just	opinion	polls,	which	fail	to	reflect	what	populists	see	as	the	true	popular	will.
Such	a	notion	of	“the	people”	beyond	all	political	forms	and	formation	was	influentially	theorized

by	the	right-wing	legal	theorist	Carl	Schmitt	during	the	interwar	period.	His	work,	together	with	that
of	 Fascist	 philosopher	 Giovanni	 Gentile,	 served	 as	 a	 conceptual	 bridge	 from	 democracy	 to
nondemocracy	 when	 they	 claimed	 that	 fascism	 could	 more	 faithfully	 realize	 and	 instantiate
democratic	 ideals	 than	democracy	 itself.46	Conversely,	 an	 opponent	 of	Schmitt	 such	 as	 the	Austrian
jurist	(and	democratic	theorist)	Hans	Kelsen	insisted	that	the	will	of	parliament	was	not	the	popular
will;	and	that	something	like	an	unambiguous	popular	will	was	in	fact	impossible	to	discern.	All	we
could	 verify	 were	 election	 outcomes,	 and	 everything	 else,	 according	 to	 Kelsen	 (in	 particular	 an
organic	unity	of	“the	people”	from	which	some	interest	above	parties	could	be	inferred),	amounted	to
a	“metapolitical	illusion.”47

The	term	illusion	is	justified	here.	For	the	whole	people	can	never	be	grasped	and	represented—not
least	because	it	never	remains	the	same,	not	even	for	a	minute:	citizens	die,	new	citizens	are	born.	Yet
it	 is	 always	 tempting	 to	claim	 that	one	can	actually	know	 the	people	as	 such.48	Robespierre	made	 it
easy	for	himself	when	he	said	that	he	simply	was	the	people	(in	a	sense	that	follows	the	logic	of	the
kings	whom	 the	French	Revolution	had	deposed).	 It	 is	 telling	 that	 the	French	 revolutionaries	never
found	a	 satisfactory	way	 symbolically	 to	 represent	 the	principle	of	popular	 sovereignty:	 the	whole



people	could	not	appear	as	such,	and	particular	symbols,	such	as	the	Phrygian	cap,	a	crowned	youth,
or	Hercules,	 clearly	 failed	 to	 convince.	 Jacques-Louis	David	wanted	 to	 erect	 a	 giant	 statue	 of	 “the
people”	on	 the	Pont	Neuf;	 the	 foundations	were	 to	be	made	of	 shattered	 royal	monuments,	 and	 the
bronze	of	the	statue	was	supposed	to	have	been	furnished	by	the	melted	canons	of	the	“enemies	of	the
people.”	 (The	 plans	 were	 approved,	 but	 only	 a	 model	 was	 constructed.)	 The	 supposedly	 most
important	actor	of	the	revolution—the	sovereign	people—became	the	“Yahweh	of	the	French,”	which
is	 to	 say,	 utterly	 unrepresentable.	 (Only	 the	word	 could	 be	 shown:	 at	 revolutionary	 festivals,	 flags
bearing	citations	from	Rousseau’s	Social	Contract	were	to	be	carried	around.)49

As	 it	 happens,	 we	 are	 also	 in	 a	 position	 now	 to	 clarify	 the	 major	 difference	 between	 populist
representation	of	the	people	and	Rousseau’s	general	will.	The	formation	of	the	latter	requires	actual
participation	by	citizens;	the	populist,	on	the	other	hand,	can	divine	the	proper	will	of	the	people	on
the	basis	of	what	 it	means,	 for	 instance,	 to	be	a	“real	American.”	More	Volksgeist,	 if	you	 like,	 than
volonté	 générale—a	 conception	 of	 democracy	 in	 which	 “substance,”	 “spirit,”	 or,	 put	 more
straightforwardly,	 “true	 identity”	 decides,	 and	 not	 the	 larger	 number.	 What	 might	 initially	 have
looked	like	a	claim	by	populists	to	represent	the	will	turns	out	to	be	a	claim	to	represent	something
like	a	symbolic	substance.
Yet,	one	might	object,	don’t	populists	often	demand	more	referenda?	Yes.	But	one	needs	to	be	clear

about	what	the	meaning	of	a	referendum	for	populists	really	is.	They	do	not	want	people	to	participate
continuously	 in	 politics.	 A	 referendum	 isn’t	 meant	 to	 start	 an	 open-ended	 process	 of	 deliberation
among	 actual	 citizens	 to	 generate	 a	 range	 of	 well-considered	 popular	 judgments;	 rather,	 the
referendum	serves	to	ratify	what	the	populist	leader	has	already	discerned	to	be	the	genuine	popular
interest	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 identity,	 not	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 aggregating	 empirically	 verifiable	 interests.
Populism	 without	 participation	 is	 an	 entirely	 coherent	 proposition.	 In	 fact,	 populists	 are	 not	 even
inherently	antielitist,	if	one	takes	the	latter	to	mean	that	power	should	always	be	as	widely	dispersed	as
possible.	As	mentioned	above,	populists	have	no	problem	with	representation	as	long	as	they	are	the
representatives;	 similarly,	 they	are	 fine	with	elites	as	 long	as	 they	are	 the	elites	 leading	 the	people.
Hence	it	is	naïve	to	think	that	one	has	scored	a	decisive	point	against	a	figure	like	Trump	if	one	points
out	that	he	is	in	fact	part	of	the	existing	elite	(albeit	not	the	political	elite	in	a	narrow	sense);	the	same
is	 true	 of	 businessmen-turned-politicians	 in	 Europe,	 such	 as	 the	 Swiss	 populist	Christoph	Blocher.
They	know	that	they	are	part	of	the	elite,	and	so	do	their	supporters;	what	matters	is	their	promise	that
as	a	proper	elite,	they	will	not	betray	the	people’s	trust	and	will	in	fact	faithfully	execute	the	people’s
unambiguously	articulated	political	agenda.
It	is	thus	no	accident	that	populists	in	power	(about	whom	I	have	to	say	more	in	the	next	chapter)

often	adopt	a	kind	of	“caretaker”	attitude	toward	an	essentially	passive	people.	Think	of	Berlusconi’s
reign	 in	 Italy:	 the	 ideal	 was	 for	 a	 Berlusconi	 supporter	 comfortably	 to	 sit	 at	 home,	 watch	 TV
(preferably	the	channels	owned	by	Berlusconi),	and	leave	matters	of	state	to	the	Cavaliere,	who	would
successfully	govern	the	country	like	a	very	large	business	corporation	(which	was	sometimes	called
azienda	Italia).	There	was	no	need	to	enter	the	piazza	and	participate.	Or	think	of	the	second	Orbán
government	 in	 Hungary,	 from	 2010	 onward,	 which	 crafted	 a	 supposedly	 authentic	 national
constitution	(after	some	sham	process	of	“national	consultation”	by	questionnaire)	but	felt	no	need	to
put	that	constitution	to	a	popular	vote.
We	are	also	in	a	better	position	now	to	understand	why	populists	often	conclude	“contracts”	with

“the	people”	(the	deeply	populist	Swiss	People’s	Party	has	done	so,	as	did	Berlusconi	and	Haider;	in
the	 United	 States,	 some	 might	 remember	 Newt	 Gingrich’s	 “Contract	 with	 America”).50	 Populists
assume	that	“the	people”	can	speak	with	one	voice	and	 issue	something	 like	an	 imperative	mandate
that	 tells	 politicians	 exactly	 what	 they	 have	 to	 do	 in	 government	 (as	 opposed	 to	 a	 free	 mandate,



according	to	which	representatives	have	to	use	 their	own	judgment).	Thus	 there	 is	no	real	need	for
debate,	let	alone	the	messy	back-and-forth	of	deliberating	in	Congress	or	other	national	assemblies.
The	populists	have	always	already	been	the	faithful	spokespersons	of	the	real	people	and	worked	out
the	 terms	 of	 the	 contract.	Yet	 the	 fact	 is	 that	 the	 imperative	mandate	 has	 not	 really	 come	 from	 the
people	at	all;	its	supposedly	detailed	instructions	are	based	on	an	interpretation	by	populist	politicians.
Political	 scientists	have	 long	argued	 that	 a	 completely	coherent,	 single	“popular	will”	 is	 a	 fantasy51

and	that	no	one	can	credibly	claim,	as	Juan	Perón	used	to	do,	that	“the	political	leader	is	the	one	who
does	what	 the	 people	want.”52	What	 is	 less	 obvious	 is	 that	 pretending	 that	 there	 is	 such	 a	will	 also
weakens	 democratic	 accountability.	 Populists	 can	 always	 turn	 back	 to	 the	 people	 and	 say,	 “We
implemented	exactly	want	you	wanted,	you	authorized	us;	if	anything	goes	wrong,	it’s	not	our	fault.”
By	contrast,	a	free	mandate,	as	opposed	to	an	 imperative	one,	puts	 the	burden	on	representatives	 to
justify	 how	 they	 used	 their	 political	 judgment,	 when	 election	 time—that	 is	 to	 say,	 time	 for
accountability—comes	 around.	 Populists	 like	 to	 suggest	 that	 a	 free	 mandate	 is	 somehow
undemocratic;	the	opposite	is	true,	and	it	is	not	an	accident	that	democratic	constitutions	that	specify
an	understanding	of	representatives’	role	opt	for	a	free,	and	not	an	imperative,	mandate.
Principled,	 moralized	 antipluralism	 and	 the	 reliance	 on	 a	 noninstitutionalized	 notion	 of	 “the

people”	also	helps	explain	why	populists	 so	 frequently	oppose	 the	“morally	correct”	outcome	of	a
vote	 to	 the	 actual	 empirical	 result	 of	 an	 election,	 when	 the	 latter	 was	 not	 in	 their	 favor.	 Think	 of
Victor	 Orbán	 claiming,	 after	 losing	 the	 2002	 Hungarian	 elections,	 that	 “the	 nation	 cannot	 be	 in
opposition”;	 or	 of	 Andrés	 Manuel	 López	 Obrador	 arguing,	 after	 his	 failed	 bid	 for	 the	 Mexican
presidency	in	2006,	that	“the	victory	of	the	right	is	morally	impossible”	(and	declaring	himself	“the
legitimate	 president	 of	Mexico”);53	 or	 of	Tea	 Party	 Patriots	 claiming	 that	 the	 president	who	won	 a
majority	of	the	vote	is	“governing	against	the	majority.”54	Then	there	is	the	example	of	Geert	Wilders,
who	has	called	the	Dutch	Tweede	Kamer	a	“fake	parliament”	with	“fake	politicians.”	And	then,	finally,
there	is	Donald	Trump	reacting	to	every	loss	in	the	primaries	with	the	charge	that	his	opponents	were
committing	fraud,	as	well	as	his	preemptive	claim	that	 the	entire	system—including	 the	Republican
National	 Convention	 itself—is	 “rigged.”	 In	 short,	 the	 problem	 is	 never	 the	 populist’s	 imperfect
capacity	 to	 represent	 the	people’s	will;	 rather,	 it’s	always	 the	 institutions	 that	somehow	produce	 the
wrong	outcomes.	So	even	if	they	look	properly	democratic,	there	must	be	something	going	on	behind
the	scenes	that	allows	corrupt	elites	to	continue	to	betray	the	people.	Conspiracy	theories	are	thus	not
a	 curious	 addition	 to	 populist	 rhetoric;	 they	 are	 rooted	 in	 and	 emerge	 from	 the	 very	 logic	 of
populism	itself.

Populist	Leadership

At	first	sight,	many	populist	leaders	seem	to	confirm	the	expectation	that	they	are	“just	like	us,”	that
they	 are	 “men	 (or	 even	 women)	 of	 the	 people.”	 But	 then	 some	 leaders	 clearly	 don’t	 fit	 that
description.	Donald	Trump	surely	is	not	“just	like	us”	in	all	kinds	of	ways;	in	fact,	it	might	seem	that
the	real	populist	leader	is	exactly	the	opposite	of	“us”—which	is	to	say,	ordinary.	He	or	she	must	be
charismatic,	for	one	thing,	which	means	endowed	with	extraordinary	gifts.	So	which	is	it?	Was	Hugo
Chávez	just	an	average	person?	Or	was	he	somehow	special	because	he	was	“a	little	of	all	of	you,”	as
he	liked	to	put	it?
At	 first	 sight,	 it	 might	 appear	 that	 the	 basic	 logic	 of	 representation	 through	 the	 mechanism	 of

election	 also	 applies	 to	 populists:	 one	 chooses	 a	 populist	 politician	 because	 of	 his	 or	 her	 superior
capacity	to	discern	the	common	good,	as	judged	by	the	people.55	This	is	no	different	from	the	general
understanding	of	elections	according	 to	which	 the	vote	helps	us	get	“the	best”	 into	office	 (a	notion



that	has	led	some	observers	to	argue	that	elections	always	contain	an	aristocratic	element;	if	we	really
believed	that	all	citizens	were	equal,	we	would	employ	lotteries	to	fill	offices,	just	as	was	the	case	in
ancient	Athens).56	The	person	elected	might	seem	more	likely	to	discern	the	common	good	because	he
or	 she	 shares	 important	 features	 with	 us,	 but	 this	 is	 not	 necessary.	 In	 any	 case,	 nobody	 can	 be
“identical”	with	us,	strictly	speaking.	Even	“Joe	the	Plumber”	is	in	a	sense	special	because	he	is	more
ordinary	than	anyone.57

A	clue	to	how	populist	 leadership	actually	operates	might	be	 the	election	slogans	of	 the	Austrian
far-right	 populist	 politician	 Heinz-Christian	 Strache	 (successor	 to	 Jörg	 Haider	 as	 chairman	 of
Austrian	Freedom	Party):	“ER	will,	was	WIR	wollen”	(“HE	wants	what	WE	want”),	which	is	not	quite
the	 same	 as	 “He	 is	 like	 you.”	Or	 another	 one:	 “Er	 sagt,	 was	Wien	 denkt”	 (“He	 says,	 what	 Vienna
thinks”),	not	“He	says	(or	is),	what	Vienna	is.”	Or,	to	evoke	a	fictional	politician	from	a	completely
different	part	of	the	world,	“My	study	is	the	heart	of	the	people,”	which	is	Willie	Stark’s	slogan	in	All
the	King’s	Men	(the	greatest	novel	on	populism	ever	written,	based	loosely	on	Huey	Long’s	career	in
Louisiana).
The	 leader	 correctly	 discerns	 what	 we	 correctly	 think,	 and	 sometimes	 he	 might	 just	 think	 the

correct	 thing	 a	 little	 bit	 before	 we	 do.	 This,	 I	 would	 venture,	 is	 the	 meaning	 of	 Donald	 Trump’s
frequent	imperatives	issued	on	Twitter	to	“THINK!”	or	“GET	SMART!”	All	this	does	not	depend	on
charisma;	neither	does	 it	 rely	on	being	an	outsider	 in	politics.	Of	course,	 it’s	more	credible	 to	 run
against	existing	elites	if	one	isn’t	obviously	one	of	them.	Yet	there	are	certainly	cases	where	populists
are	 clearly	 identifiable	 as	 nothing	 but	 career	 politicians:	 Geert	 Wilders	 and	 Viktor	 Orbán,	 for
instance,	 have	 spent	 their	 entire	 adult	 lives	within	 parliaments.	 It	 does	 not	 seem	 to	 have	 hurt	 their
standing	as	populists.
But	 in	what	ways	exactly	do	 they	claim	to	represent	and	also	“lead”	us?	If	 the	analysis	presented

earlier	is	accurate,	“symbolically	correct”	representation	matters	here,	too.	It’s	not	that	the	leader	has
to	be	particularly	charismatic	personally.	But	he	or	she	has	to	provide	a	sense	of	a	direct	connection
with	the	“substance”	of	the	people	and,	even	better,	with	every	single	individual.	This	is	why	Chávez’s
campaigns	 featured	 slogans	 such	 as	 “¡Chávez	 es	Pueblo!”	 (“Chávez	 is	 the	 people!”)	 and	 “¡Chávez
somos	millones,	tú	también	eres	Chávez!”	(“Chávez	we	are	millions,	you	are	also	Chávez!”).	And	after
his	 death,	 people	 came	 together	 around	 the	 new	 imperative	 “Seamos	 como	Chávez”	 (“Let’s	 be	 like
Chávez”).
The	leader	does	not	have	to	“embody”	the	people,	as	statements	such	as	“Indira	is	India,	and	India	is

Indira”	might	suggest.	But	a	sense	of	direct	connection	and	identification	needs	to	be	there.	Populists
always	want	to	cut	out	the	middleman,	so	to	speak,	and	to	rely	as	little	as	possible	on	complex	party
organizations	as	 intermediaries	between	citizens	and	politicians.	The	 same	 is	 true	of	wanting	 to	be
done	with	journalists:	the	media	is	routinely	accused	by	populists	of	“mediating,”	which,	as	the	very
word	indicates,	is	what	they	are	actually	supposed	to	do,	but	which	is	seen	by	populists	as	somehow
distorting	political	reality.	Nadia	Urbinati	has	coined	the	useful,	if	at	first	sight	paradoxical,	concept
of	“direct	representation”	for	this	phenomenon.58	A	perfect	example	is	Beppe	Grillo	and	his	Five	Star
Movement	in	Italy,	which	literally	grew	out	of	Grillo’s	blog.	The	ordinary	Italian	can	check	out	what
is	really	going	on	through	direct	access	to	Grillo’s	website,	provide	some	input	online,	and	then	also
come	 to	 identify	 with	 Grillo	 as	 the	 only	 authentic	 representative	 of	 the	 Italian	 people.	 As	 Grillo
himself	explained,	“Folks,	it	works	like	this:	You	let	me	know,	and	I	play	the	amplifier.”59	When	 the
grillini—as	 Grillo’s	 followers	 are	 called—finally	 entered	 parliament,	 Gianroberto	 Casaleggio,
Grillo’s	 strategist	 and	 Internet	 impresario,	 explained	 that	 “Italian	 public	 opinion”	 itself	 had	 at	 last
arrived	in	parliament.60

Arguably,	 Donald	 Trump’s	 Twitter	 account	 has	 had	 a	 similar	 lure	 in	 the	 2016	 presidential



campaign:	“real	Americans”	can	be	done	with	the	media	and	have	direct	access	(or,	rather,	the	illusion
of	 direct	 contact	 with)	 a	 man	 who	 is	 not	 just	 a	 celebrity;	 the	 self-declared	 “Hemingway	 of	 140
characters”	 uniquely	 tells	 it	 like	 it	 is.	 Everything	 that	 liberals	 from	Montesquieu	 and	 Tocqueville
onward	once	lauded	as	moderating	influences—what	they	called	intermediate	institutions—disappears
here	in	favor	of	Urbinati’s	“direct	representation.”	In	the	same	way,	everything	that	might	contradict
what	we	are	already	thinking	is	silenced	in	the	echo	chamber	of	the	Internet.	The	web	(and	a	leader
like	 Trump)	 always	 have	 an	 answer—and,	 amazingly,	 it	 always	 happens	 to	 be	 the	 one	 we	 were
expecting.
Principled	antipluralism	and	the	commitment	to	“direct	representation”	explain	another	feature	of

populist	politics	 that	 is	often	commented	on	 in	 isolation.	 I	 refer	 to	 the	 fact	 that	populist	parties	are
almost	always	internally	monolithic,	with	the	rank-and-file	clearly	subordinated	to	a	single	leader	(or,
less	 often,	 a	 group	 of	 leaders).	 Now,	 “internal	 democracy”	 of	 political	 parties—which	 some
constitutions	actually	take	to	be	a	litmus	test	for	democracy	and	hence	the	legitimacy	(and,	ultimately,
legality)	of	parties—can	be	a	bit	of	a	pious	hope.	Many	parties	 still	 are	what	Max	Weber	 said	 they
were:	 machines	 for	 selecting	 and	 electing	 leaders	 or,	 at	 best,	 arenas	 for	 personality-driven
micropolitics	as	opposed	to	a	forum	for	reasoned	debate.	While	this	is	a	general	tendency	of	parties,
populist	parties	are	particularly	prone	to	internal	authoritarianism.	If	there	is	only	one	common	good
and	only	one	way	 to	 represent	 it	 faithfully	 (as	opposed	 to	a	 self-consciously	partisan	but	also	self-
consciously	fallible	interpretation	of	what	the	common	good	might	be),	then	disagreement	within	the
party	 that	claims	 to	be	 the	 sole	 legitimate	 representative	of	 the	common	good	obviously	cannot	be
permissible.61	And	if	there	is	only	one	“symbolically	correct”	representation	of	the	real	people—the
understanding	on	which	populists	always	fall	back,	as	we	have	seen—then	there’s	also	not	much	point
in	debating	that.
Geert	 Wilders’s	 Partij	 voor	 de	 Vrijheid	 (PVV)	 is	 an	 extreme	 example.	 This	 is	 not	 just

metaphorically	a	one-man-party;	Wilders	controls	everything	and	everyone.	Initially,	Wilders	and	his
chief	intellectual	Martin	Bosma	did	not	even	want	to	establish	a	political	party	but	a	foundation.	This
proved	legally	impossible,	but	the	PVV	today	operates	as	a	party	with	exactly	two	members:	Wilders
himself	 and	 a	 foundation,	 Stichting	 Groep	 Wilders,	 with	 (one	 might	 have	 guessed	 it)	 once	 again
Wilders	as	the	only	member.62	The	members	of	the	PVV	in	parliament	are	merely	delegates	(and	are
extensively	 coached	 by	Wilders	 every	Saturday	 on	 how	 to	 present	 themselves	 and	 how	 to	 do	 their
legislative	work).63	Something	similar	is	true	of	Grillo.	He	is	not	just	the	“amplifier,”	as	he	pretends.
He	exercises	central	control	over	“his”	parliamentary	deputies	and	expels	from	the	movement	those
who	dare	to	disagree	with	him.64

Now,	 in	practice,	populists	have	compromised	here	 and	 there,	 entered	coalitions,	 and	moderated
their	absolute	claim	to	a	unique	representation	of	the	people.	But	it	would	be	wrong	to	conclude	from
this	that	they	are,	after	all,	just	like	all	the	other	parties.	There	is	a	reason	they	want	to	be	a	“front”	(as
in	 Front	National),	 a	 “movement,”	 or	 indeed	 a	 foundation.65	 A	 party	 is	 just	 a	 part	 (of	 the	 people),
whereas	populists	put	forward	the	claim	to	stand	for	the	whole,	without	remainder.
In	practice,	 it	 is	also	clear	 that	 the	content	of	 the	“correct	symbolic	representation”	of	 the	people

can	change	over	 time	even	within	 the	same	party.	Think	of	 the	Front	National	 (FN).	Under	founder
Jean-Marie	Le	Pen,	the	party	was	initially	a	rallying	point	for	right-wing	extremists,	monarchists,	and
especially	those	who	could	not	accept	France’s	loss	of	Algeria	in	the	1960s.	More	recently,	Le	Pen’s
daughter	Marine	has	dropped	the	historical	revisionism	of	her	father	(who	infamously	called	the	gas
chambers	a	“historical	detail”),	and	tried	to	present	her	party	as	the	last	defender	of	French	republican
values	 against	 the	 twin	 threats	 of	 Islam	 and	 Eurozone	 economic	 dictatorship	 by	 Germany.	 Every
second	Sunday	in	May,	the	FN	holds	a	rally	at	the	statue	of	Jeanne	d’Arc	in	the	first	district	of	Paris,



symbolically	 rededicating	 itself	 to	 French	 independence	 and	what	 it	 construes	 as	 authentic	 French
popular	 sovereignty.	Times	have	changed,	 and	 so	have	 the	ways	 in	which	“the	 real	people”	 can	be
evoked	through	specifying	the	main	enemies	of	la	République.
Such	transformations	can	be	effected	more	easily	if	the	central	symbolic	statement	of	the	populists

is	virtually	empty.	What	does	“Make	America	Great	Again”	actually	mean,	other	than	that	the	people
have	been	betrayed	by	 elites	 and	 that	 anybody	who	opposes	Trump	must	 also	 somehow	be	 against
“American	Greatness”?	What	did	George	Wallace’s	“Stand	Up	for	America”	(the	national	version	of
his	 successful	 slogan	“Stand	Up	 for	Alabama”)	 signify,	other	 than	 that	 the	United	States	was	being
victimized	and	that	anyone	critical	of	Wallace	automatically	failed	to	defend	America?

One	More	Time:	Isn’t	Everyone	a	Populist,	Then?

As	we	have	seen,	populism	is	a	distinctly	moral	way	to	imagine	the	political	world	and	necessarily
involves	a	claim	to	exclusive	moral	representation.	Of	course,	 it’s	not	just	populists	who	talk	about
morality;	all	political	discourse	is	shot	through	with	moral	claims,	just	as	virtually	all	political	actors
make	what	Michael	 Saward	 has	 called	 “the	 representative	 claim.”66	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 few	 political
actors	go	around	saying,	“We	are	just	a	faction;	we	just	represent	special	interests.”	Even	fewer	would
admit	 that	 their	opponents	might	be	 just	 as	 right	as	 they	are;	 the	 logic	of	political	 competition	and
differentiation	makes	that	impossible.	What	distinguishes	democratic	politicians	from	populists	is	that
the	 former	 make	 representative	 claims	 in	 the	 form	 of	 something	 like	 hypotheses	 that	 can	 be
empirically	 disproven	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 actual	 results	 of	 regular	 procedures	 and	 institutions	 like
elections.67	Or,	as	Paulina	Ochoa	Espejo	has	argued,	democrats	make	claims	about	the	people	that	are
self-limiting	and	are	conceived	of	as	 fallible.68	 In	 some	sense,	 they’d	have	 to	 subscribe	 to	Beckett’s
famous	words	in	Worstward	Ho:	“Ever	tried.	Ever	failed.	No	matter.	Try	again.	Fail	again.	Fail	better.”
Populists,	 by	 contrast,	 will	 persist	 with	 their	 representative	 claim	 no	matter	 what;	 because	 their

claim	 is	 of	 a	 moral	 and	 symbolic—not	 an	 empirical—nature,	 it	 cannot	 be	 disproven.	 When	 in
opposition,	 populists	 are	 bound	 to	 cast	 doubt	 on	 the	 institutions	 that	 produce	 the	 “morally	wrong”
outcomes.	 Hence	 they	 can	 accurately	 be	 described	 as	 “enemies	 of	 institutions”—although	 not	 of
institutions	 in	 general.	 They	 are	 merely	 the	 enemies	 of	 mechanisms	 of	 representation	 that	 fail	 to
vindicate	their	claim	to	excusive	moral	representation.
Nonpopulist	politicians	do	not	propose	in	rousing	speeches	to	speak	merely	for	a	faction	(though

some	do;	at	least	in	Europe,	party	names	often	indicate	that	the	parties	in	question	only	really	mean	to
represent	 a	 particular	 clientele,	 such	 as	 smallholders	 or	 Christians).	 Nor	 do	 run-of-the-mill
democratic	politicians	necessarily	subscribe	to	a	high-minded	ethics	according	to	which,	beyond	all
our	partisan	differences,	we	are	engaged	in	a	common	project	of	perfecting	the	political	community’s
foundational	political	values.69	But	most	would	concede	that	representation	is	temporary	and	fallible,
that	contrary	opinions	are	legitimate,	that	society	cannot	be	represented	without	remainder,	and	that	it
is	 impossible	 for	 one	party	 or	 politicians	 permanently	 to	 represent	 an	 authentic	 people	 apart	 from
democratic	 procedures	 and	 forms.	Which	means	 that	 they	 implicitly	 accept	 a	 basic	 claim	 that	was
clearly	articulated	by	Habermas:	“the	people”	appear	only	in	the	plural.70

To	 summarize,	 populism	 is	 not	 a	matter	 of	 a	 specific	 psychological	 cast,	 a	 particular	 class,	 or
simplistic	policies.	Neither	is	it	just	a	question	of	style.	Yes,	George	Wallace	made	a	point	of	wearing
cheap	 suits	 and	 telling	Americans	 that	 he	 “put	ketchup	on	everything.”	Yes,	 some	populists	 test	 the
limits	of	how	rude	one	can	be	 in	a	debate	 (or	about	 the	host	of	a	debate).	But	 it	doesn’t	 follow,	as
some	social	scientists	hold,	that	we	can	simply	and	safely	identify	populists	by	their	“bad	manners.”71



Populism	is	not	just	any	mobilization	strategy	that	appeals	to	“the	people”;72	it	employs	a	very	specific
kind	 of	 language.	 Populists	 do	 not	 just	 criticize	 elites;	 they	 also	 claim	 that	 they	 and	 only	 they
represent	the	true	people.	Whether	someone	speaks	that	language	or	not	isn’t	a	matter	of	subjective
impressions.	 Scholars	 such	 as	 Keith	 Hawkins	 have	 systematically	 identified	 elements	 of	 populist
language	 and	 even	 quantified	 its	 occurrence	 in	 different	 countries.73	 One	 can	 therefore	 also
meaningfully	 speak	 of	 degrees	 of	 populism.	 The	 main	 point	 is	 that	 this	 populist	 rhetoric	 can	 be
pinned	down.	The	next	question	is	what	happens	when	populists	put	their	ideas	into	practice.
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The Constitutive Ambiguity of
Populism
Yves Mény and Yves Surel

Has the Weberian disenchantment with the world finally freed people
from the illusion that democracy is a panacea? For the past decade,
once the glory and triumph of the western model over the socialist
regimes had evaporated, we have been able to observe the numerous
manifestations of popular misgivings about political participation and
democratic institutions. Democratic malaise (Dahl 1998), the politics
of resentment (Betz 1994, 1998a, b), political anomie, and protest
movements are among the most frequent manifestations of this disillu-
sion in many western democracies. Both electoral turnout and opinion
polls testify to the endurance and extension of the problem. Nor have
the new democracies which emerged from the collapse of the socialist
systems escaped this general phenomenon of disillusion as shown by
the return to power – in sheep’s clothing – of former communist party
officials. These challenges to democratic governance vary according to
the specificity of each national polity, but share some common fea-
tures such as the decline of electoral support for political incumbents, a
marked increase in electoral abstentionism, the volatility of the elec-
torate, the growing fragmentation of the party system, the emergence
of ad hoc social movements unrepresented by traditional political
organisations, and the emergence of single-issue and/or radical parties.

Over the past ten years these phenomena have been extensively
studied and documented on a case-by-case basis or in a more compara-
tive and systematic way (see, for example, Dalton and Küchler 1990;
Klingemann and Fuchs 1995; Held 1993). However, there has been
some difficulty in making sense of these new manifestations of democ-
ratic malaise. Do they really constitute a challenge to democratic insti-
tutions or is it merely a transitory and recurrent problem of adaptation
or adjustment? How should we classify these new social movements,
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actors and organisations? And should we analyse the transformations
taking place within the party systems as simple conjunctural adjust-
ment or as major political, ideological and institutional realignments?

These questions have been made more complex by the emergence,
or rather the re-emergence, of the concept of populism as an empirical
reality and an academic issue. For a long time, the word had a rather
circumscribed application and was mostly applied to North American
political movements advocating the power of the people against the
corporate ‘fat cats’ and corrupt political parties. In the 1950s and
1960s, it was loosely extended to a completely different phenomenon,
that of political mobilisation as the mixture of relatively formal elec-
toral politics and charismatic leadership found in less developed coun-
tries, the archetype of which was Perónism in Argentina. The concept
was again stretched by applying it to dictatorial regimes in the Third
World where elections effectively ‘rubber-stamped’ dictators with the
semblance of popular legitimacy. With this extension, both the
concept and the word lost most of their heuristic utility and were gen-
erally used as a convenient label to designate unfamiliar or unusual
forms of political mobilisation. This qualification was often applied ret-
rospectively, for instance to political movements such as General
Boulanger’s campaign in late nineteenth-century France, or to the
Mouvement Poujade at the end of the Fourth Republic. This eclectic col-
lection of situations, phenomena and data have led many observers
and analysts to believe that there is no such thing as ‘populism’, but,
rather, a mix of extremely heterogeneous situations which can be
analysed according to type, but which cannot be reduced to any form
of comprehensive unity. Ionescu and Gellner (1969) and Canovan
(1981) reached more or less the same conclusion – the extreme
difficulty, not to say, impossibility of coming up with a definition or
an approach capable of subsuming the differences. Since these early
and stimulating studies, however, the landscape has changed. First of
all, populism has returned both as an empirical reality and as an acade-
mic concern. In addition, the concept is no longer used to describe,
almost exclusively, Third World countries governed by charismatic
leaders, but has increasingly been applied to situations in Western
Europe. Although populism is still the favourite concept used to desig-
nate the Chavez regime in Venezuela for instance, it is increasingly
associated with European leaders, movements or parties, which has
meant that the new approach is much closer to the North American
tradition than was previously the case. 
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However, this transformation in the use of the concept does not
resolve the problems of identification and meaning. On the contrary,
and using the image ironically proposed by Isaiah Berlin 30 years ago,
the Cinderella complex is not yet resolved: there is a shoe – in the
shape of populism – but no foot to fit it! Over the past ten years, pop-
ulism has more often than not been an easy way to deal with unusual
political manifestations as if the term alone were enough to explain the
new forms of political mobilisation. Populism has become a catchword,
particularly in the media, to designate the newborn political or social
movements which challenge the entrenched values, rules and institu-
tions of democratic orthodoxy. In this way, within the space of a few
years, populism has become equated with the pathology of democracy.

Populism: the pathology of democracy?

One of the first interpretations of populism as a pathology of democ-
racy can be found in the contributions of Peter Wiles to the classic
work on populism edited by Ghita Ionescu and Ernest Gellner in 1967.
Since the publication of this seminal work, it has been customary to
consider the variegated forms of populism as the multifaceted expres-
sions of political pathology. As underlined recently by Taguieff,

In the ordinary language of today, populism makes the ideas of
demophily and demagogy coexist. This means that ‘populism’, in its
constitutive ambiguity, can be considered an ideological corruption
of democracy if we consider that democracy, founded upon transmis-
sible principles, implies, in Proudhon’s words, the willingness to
teach and educate the people rather than to seduce it. (Taguieff 1997)

However, this definition of populism implies being able to measure its
degeneration by reference to an accepted standard. A pathology is
meaningful only by comparison with a situation defined as normal, a
definition which in this case is, to say the least, problematic. Indeed,
democracy is not only a system of fundamental values, but also a set of
institutional or procedural mechanisms, understood as ‘the rules of the
game’. This complex varies by time and place. De Tocqueville’s
America was a democracy by the standards of the time, but would
probably not be strictly classified as such today. Similarly, the French
in the 1930s had no doubt about the democratic character of the Third
Republic, although women did not have the right to vote. Today,
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many American citizens and politicians consider the death penalty as
an unavoidable instrument in the fight against crime, whereas in
Europe, most political elites would reject such a view as being populist
and unacceptable. 

The same applies to participatory politics: can we assume that only
peaceful and politically correct forms of participation, such as the vote,
are democratic? Or should we be more inclusive and accept that other
forms of involvement can contribute to the democratic process? Once
again, there is a need for a relativist approach to this question: the
French tend to consider ‘lobbying’ as a dirty trick, closer to corruption
than to politics, while many British or American observers view the
style of French social movements as a form of violence and political
primitivism. Any reference to pathology will inevitably include a
definition of democracy, and this definition is likely to differ markedly
from one political setting to another.

The definition of ideal regimes and of their degeneration has a long
tradition dating back to Aristotle and Montesquieu. When it comes to
populism, understood as a perversion of democracy, we can distinguish
three distinct components. 

The first, and most recent, relates to the almost exclusive
identification of populism with the extreme Right. While some nine-
teenth-century forms of populism – such as in America – were per-
ceived as modern and reformist, there is now a propensity to equate
populism with political movements on the Right. Le Pen in France and
Haider in Austria have been labelled neo-Nazi or neo-fascist as well as
populist. In France, some observers and political scientists have coined
the term ‘national-populist’ to characterise these political movements.
But what is the value of a classification which is nearer to an ad hoc,
and at times misleading, conceptualisation than to a carefully formu-
lated definition? Many parties on the extreme Right are not populist
and many populist movements are too specific, heterogeneous or eclec-
tic to be identified with the extreme Right (see, for instance, Di Pietro’s
movement in Italy or the mobilisation of the French electorate behind
the ‘hunters’ party’, Mouvement Chasse, Pêche, Nature et Tradition).
Traditionally, the parties of the extreme Right have a declared aversion
to democracy and claim to combat its existence, but at the same time
populist parties insist that they are the only democrats, because they
want to restore power to the people. Thus, democracy is not chal-
lenged in principle, but in its organisational form.

Another reason for defining populism as a pathology regards the
contribution of the so-called realist (or elitist) school. Those who have
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contributed to the disenchantment of democracy – Ostrogorski,
Michels, Schumpeter, Mosca, Pareto – have exposed democracy’s fun-
damental elitism, stressing that the people’s contribution to democracy
is little more than the participation in the selection of their rulers. If
this is democracy, then any additional involvement of the people can
indeed be seen as disturbing, pathological and overloading the system
– precisely what Crozier, Huntington and Watanuki had in mind when
they presented the Trilateral Report on ‘The Crisis of Democracy’ in
1975. A well-functioning democracy is an elitist democracy or, to give
Sartori’s blunt definition, ‘Democracy is the pompous word for some-
thing which does not exist.’ Seen from this perspective, populism can
indeed be viewed as a disturbing pathology of democracy.

Even if the identification of populism as a democratic pathology is
problematic, the contribution of elitist theory is important insofar as it
allows us to analyse in sociological and political terms (the constitu-
tion of ruling elites) what constitutes the vital principle that animates
modern democratic regimes, that is, the representative principle (Pitkin
1967). Probably no one has defined the iron rules of representation
with more brutal clarity than Edmund Burke when addressing his
fellow citizens in Bristol and declaring that once elected he would
follow nothing but his own informed judgement! If indeed democracy
is representative democracy, in the political rather than the sociologi-
cal sense, then it is more appropriate to follow the indications of Paul
Taggart (2000) and to analyse populism as the ‘pathology of represen-
tative politics’. Thus defined, the problem is no longer the inherent
contradiction between populism and democracy, but rather that
between populism and the most usual form of democracy – representa-
tive democracy. However, as this specific form of democratic rule has
become the dominant and almost universal variant, it is also tempting
to consider alternative forms as pathological, utopian or simply unreal-
istic. The confusion stems, as Margaret Canovan (1999) points out,
from the fact that the reference to the people is the common feature
which unites all those who are, or claim to be, democratic. Although
‘the people’ is the common denominator, the role and place of the
people in any political system is highly contentious. Today, even
authoritarian or dictatorial regimes pretend to govern in the name of
the people. Governments that make no attempt to invoke popular
legitimacy are rare, and those that attempt to offer an alternative foun-
dation of their political regime are the exception.

As such, populism cannot be described as anti-democratic per se.
Indeed, many populist claims are well-founded, even if the way in
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which they are articulated is highly problematic: the sociological dis-
tance between the people and the elites is probably unavoidable, but it
does not mean that this tension should not be debated and, where pos-
sible, reduced. The closed nature of the policy process and of the policy
agenda has been stressed out by many observers and not just by pop-
ulists, and the search for the more direct involvement of citizens is a
central question for any democracy. Many solutions (such as referenda
or popular initiatives) advocated by populist parties have been intro-
duced into political systems, helping to balance the principle of repre-
sentation with direct modes of popular expression.

One may wonder why populism is perceived so negatively given this
proximity to, and affinity with, the democratic principle. The reason is
quite simple. Populism, as with many other concepts, is, by itself, an
empty shell which can be filled and made meaningful by whatever is
poured into it. This helps account for the difficulty of defining pop-
ulism and finding common features across time and space when con-
sidering its manifold manifestations. Paul Taggart emphasises that
‘Populism has an essential chameleonic quality that means it always
takes on the hue of the environment in which it occurs’ (2000, 4).

The problem, then, is not only the ‘loose’ character of populism
highlighted by Peter Wiles in Gellner and Ionescu’s 1967 study, but
also the fundamental ambiguity of the main and ultimate reference,
‘the people’. In English and French (but also in many other languages),
people or peuple simultaneously designates both the whole and the part
(Finley 1983).1 A third meaning, sometimes added, is that of the people
in relation to a heartland, usually the nation, but sometimes a fraction
of a nation-state which wishes to establish itself as a cultural and/or
political community, best illustrated by the term das Volk. A recent
debate in France highlighted this ambivalence when the
Constitutional Court struck out the first article of a bill dealing with
Corsica which referred to the ‘peuple Corse’, arguing that there was
only a ‘peuple français’ and that the French nation was not made of
peoples but of a single people.

This blurring of the main ideological reference explains why the same
word may refer to such different specific realities. The classic democratic
orthodoxy uses ‘the people’ as an abstract construction (Anderson
1991, 4), while the populist ideology or rhetoric may add other dimen-
sions and also perceive ‘the people’ as a community of blood, culture,
race, and so forth. The first conception is republican, the second more
traditionalist, organic and nationalistic. However, these are ideal-types
rather than empirical realities. The republican model has had to make
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some exceptions to its highly abstract construction in order to accom-
modate sectoral or territorial claims. The ‘ethnicist’ variant of ‘the
people’ is present in some democracies (for instance, Germany), but its
potential capacities for exclusion are kept under control by the
Rechtsstaat. The same confusion occurs when the concept is transposed
from one level to another – for instance, from the nation-state to the
European system. The very same advocates of the republican concept at
the national level argue that a European democracy is a contradiction
in terms given the absence of a European people.

When they define the people as an ethnos, rather than the more
abstract demos, populist movements are placing themselves on a slip-
pery slope. Once again, however, this is not fatal. Take the case of the
Federal Republic of Germany where immigrants were long considered
simply as ‘guest workers’, whilst German nationality was guaranteed to
the descendants of Germans who had emigrated generations earlier!
The tension in the German situation has been attenuated by a strong
democratic regime and a generous asylum policy, but in most cases, an
ethnicity-based conception of the people leads to exclusion, racism
and xenophobia. Looking at their ideologies, in recent years, many
populist movements appear to have fallen into this mould where pop-
ulism is equated with the extreme Right. By the same token, immigra-
tion has become a central issue in their discourses. Foreigners are
perceived to be a threat not only to the welfare state or the employ-
ment of domestic nationals, but also to the constitutive nature of the
nation itself, its homogeneity and identity.

Representative politics and populism

Representation has helped to make democracy workable.
Constitutionalism has guaranteed its survival. As stressed by Jean Leca
(1996), democratic systems are characterised by an intrinsic tension
between the power of the people on the one hand (the popular/
populist will), and, on the other, the constitutionalist provisions which
protect the citizen from the government, and the arbitrary exercise of
power, even when this power derives from the political majority
responsible for government.

Democracy was made possible in practical terms through the unex-
pected combination of popular sovereignty and the representative
principle. The establishment and functioning of democracy certainly
did not conform to the ideals of the philosophers or the idealised
model of the Greek city-state. The absolute power of the people had to
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compromise with the need to devolve authority to an elite selected
through competition within the boundaries of a polity. This ambigu-
ous mix has become part of the genetic code of democratic regimes
and many elements which are not, strictly speaking, ‘democratic’ (such
as the rule of law or the welfare system) have become essential parts of
modern democratic systems.

Unfortunately we have to live with this contradiction because
neither social scientists nor politicians have been able to provide a
more appealing or workable alternative. The present model can be
adjusted and improved but it remains deeply marked by its original
flaw – the constitutive tension between its ideology (the power of the
people) and its functioning (the power of the elites chosen by the
people). This contradiction is a permanent feature of democratic
systems, and whilst it will not disappear, it may evolve and change in
both form and intensity. This tension is underlined in a radical fashion
by those who deny any merit to this historical and incomplete con-
struction and suggest radical alternatives to the ambiguity of the demo-
cratic order. The communist parties and the anarchic movements on
the Left, and the fascist/corporatist or authoritarian ideologies on the
Right, are cases in point. Both have challenged the existing democratic
regimes by proposing a new set of potential options, ideas, values and
institutions, normally embodied within a political party, considered to
be outside the system by the other government parties. But there are
also other forms of challenge, of a different nature, offered by political
movements or organisations which do not reject the democratic
system as such but its organisation, and in particular, its foundations
and constitutive arrangements. Democracy for them can be identified
in Lincoln’s motto of ‘government of the people, by the people, for the
people’, with the emphasis on ‘by the people’. They reject, in more or
less sophisticated ways, the modalities or even the principle of repre-
sentation so congenial to contemporary democratic systems.
Democracy (as it works) is challenged in the name of democracy (as it
is imagined). As underlined by Margaret Canovan in this volume, it is
‘the people’ that constitutes the ‘ideology’ of those movements which
sporadically emerge and disappear on the political scene of most
democratic regimes. In other words, democracy means the power of
the demos. Before 1787–89, most political thinkers would have argued
that it was only the power of the demos, and this illusion lasted
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. At the same time,
during the past two centuries, democracy has become a composite
regime which combines the rule of the people in many different ways
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(through representation and the majority principle) with the rule of
law as a counterweight to the discretionary or arbitrary power of the
people’s representatives. Amongst the analysts and observers of the
political systems there is broad agreement as to this mixed character of
democracy and for once the empirical evidence converges with norma-
tive approaches. There is a certain amount of discussion and disagree-
ment over the correct balance between these two components but, on
the whole, there is a broad consensus that all democracies are founded
on these two ‘pillars’.

This realist analysis may help us understand why populist move-
ments contest the functioning of the democratic systems as they now
stand. All populist movements speak and behave as if democracy
meant the power of the people and only the power of the people.
Indeed, this feature is probably the sole element shared by populist
movements and parties. They have defied all attempts to find compre-
hensive definitions or adequate typologies both from a longitudinal
and/or spatial perspective. As noted by Paul Taggart ‘[A]ttempts to
capture the essence of populism have sprung up at different times and
in different places, but it is very difficult to see a consistent pattern’
(Taggart 2000, 10).

This reductionist definition of democracy by populist leaders and
voters is paradoxically facilitated by the representatives themselves
who, more often than not, talk or act as if democracy were the pure
expression of popular will. In doing so, they not only pave the way
for more radical discourses, such as populism, but also prepare the
rod to beat their own backs. Unable to deliver on the promises they
have given, the structural, functioning conditions of democratic
systems and their representatives become the target of demagogic dis-
course, being accused of betrayal, corruption, unaccountability, and
incompetence.

From the outset, populist movements opposed the institutions or
procedures which impeded the direct and full expression of the
people’s voice. For instance, in America at the end of the nineteenth
century, the favourite scapegoats of the populist movements were not
only the representatives themselves, but also the Federal Bank or the
nascent regulatory agencies, who were accused of being insensitive to
the needs of the people and too intimate with ‘big business’. When
populists did manage to gain influence, mainly at the state and local
levels, they introduced mechanisms of direct election in order to
strengthen the popular input within the institutions. In fact, the
history of American democracy can be analysed in terms of the in built
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tension between the popular element and the sophisticated tools intro-
duced to check and balance the power of the masses (Kazin 1995;
Hertzke 1993; Manin 1997).

The European development was quite different. Not only did democ-
racy develop later and more slowly, but the two versions experienced
in France and Britain, while being different in content, style and speed,
shared a common view: power lay in the hands of the people, but only
through its representatives or delegates. France used universal suffrage
to strengthen its authoritarian powers, while Britain affirmed the prin-
ciple of parliamentary supremacy. In both cases, instruments of control
(the courts), or the balance-of-power (the central banks), were weak or
limited because they were perceived as incompatible with the power of
the people. The French and British influences were often antagonistic,
but converged in their emphasis on rule by the people (that is, parlia-
mentary majority). Most of the new democracies emerging from the
collapse of authoritarian empires after the First World War were built
following this dominant paradigm. The main exception, under the
influence of the prominent lawyer, Hans Kelsen, was Austria, which set
up a Constitutional Court. In any case, the inter-war period was disas-
trous for most continental democracies which at best functioned badly,
and at worst, simply collapsed. It soon became clear that non-democra-
tic regimes, even fascist or Nazi governments, could achieve power
through democratic elections.

The lesson was learnt and after the Second World War, with the
notable exception of France and Britain, the new constitutional develop-
ments took a different course. The influence of the American model
combined with the collapse of the fragile European democracies helped
shift attention to the ‘checks-and-balances’ dimension of the constitu-
tional arrangements. Democracy was still the power of the demos, but the
demos was now only one component of democracy. Constitutionalism –
that is, the development of counterweights to the unbalanced supremacy
of the people – developed rapidly: enforceable human rights, constitu-
tional courts, the territorial and functional division of powers, and the
autonomy of the central banks all became key features of the new
regimes. However, not all systems adjusted smoothly to this new order
and to this revised view of democracy, particularly where radical or
extremist parties challenged the new political arrangements.

Looking back over the past 50 years, the most remarkable phenome-
non is the sheer continuity and consistency of the trend. The first
changes were driven by the legacy of the past. The successive waves
were linked to the transformation of the market and the progressive
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unleashing of economic forces still under the control of political and
bureaucratic actors. The building of the Common Market, followed by
the processes of privatisation and liberalisation, produced new exigen-
cies, rules, and institutions. Once the shared domain of politicians and
businessmen, the market now became a force in its own right, regu-
lated by ‘independent authorities’ instead of representative govern-
ment, and unaccountable to the people through the political process.

This second, constitutionalist, dimension of democracy is becoming
so developed that some believe it jeopardises the very existence of
democracy itself – that is people’s democracy. Have we now gone too
far? There is no clear answer to this question because each democratic
system constitutes a ‘mix’ whose content varies over time and space.
Some argue that the present dissatisfaction with democratic institu-
tions or representatives is the result of inappropriate expectations on
the part of the citizens (see, for example, Majone 1996), and that poli-
tics needs to be stripped of the illusion that it has a supreme ability to
resolve human and social problems. Others, such as Fritz Scharpf
(1999a), stress that democracy can work in two ways: via inputs (such
as popular vote), or through an evaluation of the outputs produced by
the political system. However, this dichotomy has a limited value as
retrospective (output-oriented) assessment constitutes – thanks to the
electoral process – an input for the incoming government. When this
assessment is applied to non-democratic institutions (such as the
courts or the central banks), the legitimacy of these bodies mainly
depends on the quality of their choices and policies (as, for example, in
the case of the Bundesbank).

These arguments are certainly pertinent and often based on empiri-
cal evidence, but they will prove to be useless if the public perception
of the democratic deficit weakens the legitimacy of the political
system. Feelings of powerlessness, of not being able to voice dissatisfac-
tion effectively, or of not being able to make oneself heard, are all
fertile ground for populist parties. Populist movements or parties are a
by-product of the democratic malaise which they, in turn, exacerbate
when the political elites and their democratic institutions are unable to
address the challenge with vigour or efficiency. 

Voice or exit? The populist mobilisation

In spite of their heterogeneity, populist movements all tend to develop
their arguments in three distinct steps. In the first place, they empha-
sise the role of the people and its fundamental position, not only
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within society, but also in the structure and functioning of the political
system as a whole. The people stand at the centre of their vision of the
world and of the political institutions which organise the community.
Community is indeed a fundamental concept as the definition of the
people tends to integrate only those who are considered to be the ‘true’
people. This exclusion is more or less symbolic, depending on the type
of populism (the wealthy or corrupt elites, for instance, are the
favourite targets of most populist movements), or may approach the
exclusion and racism found in Haider’s or Le Pen’s discourse. Populist
movements tend to deny horizontal cleavages (such as the Left/Right
divide) and to promote the fundamental unity of the people, while
introducing a new vertical dimension, which may exclude, for
instance, elites at the top and foreigners at the bottom.

Edward Shils (1956) was among the first to highlight this division
and to emphasise the relationship between masses and elites as a key
dimension. By extension, the populist resentment spreads to the insti-
tutions which embody and execute the principle of representation. In
practice, when political elites are thus constituted, it means the rejec-
tion not only of the representatives but also of the mechanisms and
institutions which organise this ‘division of labour’. Drawing a line
between the top and the bottom, the rich and the poor, the rulers and
the ruled produces an effect similar to the classic division along social
or economic cleavages – that is, a sharp contrast between the privileged
and the underdogs. However, populism usually goes beyond the tradi-
tional opposition between competing political parties and/or parlia-
mentary groups and, like the extreme parties, the political discourse is
often based on the twin pillars of resentment and exclusion.

This rhetoric, based on the celebration of the good, wise, and simple
people and the rejection of the corrupt, incompetent and interlocking
elites, permeates the populist discourse. The condemnation of pluto-
crats and their political servants often has an anti-system flavour, more
reminiscent of the extreme parties or movements than of traditional
patterns of party politics. But, in the same way as the radical parties of
the Left and Right, the populists draw a different type of division
between the ‘vast majority of the population’, as the Communist
parties used to say, on the one hand, and the tiny minority of rulers
and exploiters, on the other. In this ‘black and white’ picture there is
no room for more nuanced approaches or analysis.

Secondly, populist movements usually claim that the people have
been betrayed by those in charge. Although the frequency of such
changes may vary across time and country, this accusation is directed
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at some time or another against all political elites. Elites are accused of
abusing their position of power instead of acting in conformity with
the interests of the people as a whole.

Thirdly, the primacy of the people has to be restored. In the words of
the Mouvement Poujade in France in the late 1950s (‘Sortez les sortants!’),
the elites in power have to be ousted and replaced by leaders capable of
acting for the good of the community. This also means drastic changes
in the institutions by means of a greater use of the tools of direct
democracy, and by placing independent bodies such as central banks
or independent (regulatory) agencies under strict political control. This
challenge to established democratic regimes has two main targets: rep-
resentation on the one hand, and non-elected independent bodies on
the other. The ideal populist political system comes close, at least on
paper, to a ‘pure’ democratic regime where the people are given the
first and final word. However, this democratic stance is generally coun-
teracted by the central position taken (or assumed) by the leader who
is, supposedly, the best qualified to take on board, defend and protect
the popular will.

These three basic components of populist claims are flexible enough
to leave room for a great variety of populist movements, leaders or pro-
grammes. For instance, they may be partially taken on board by parties
integrated into the system and to which the label ‘populism’ has rarely
been applied, as in the case of the French Communist Party. As rightly
pointed out by Georges Lavau (1969), this party played a key role in
integrating those working-class voters who might otherwise have
rejected the political system. He defines this role as the ‘fonction tribuni-
cienne du parti communiste français’ – that is, the party’s capacity to
control and steer anti-system feelings among the working classes. In
other cases, political leaders or parties borrow the political rhetoric of
populism for electoral opportunism. It is indeed ironic to listen to
Jacques Chirac criticising the French elites of whom he is the epitome. 

Populism should not be studied solely for its programmes and ideo-
logical standpoints, but also as a specific form of political mobilisation
which differs both from classical modes of interest articulation and
from political action through the channel of political parties. In this
sense, populism may be interpreted as one possible reaction to the mal-
functioning of the political system. Dissatisfaction with the way democ-
racy works does not always mean mobilisation. Political action is costly
and many people choose to exit by simply not voting. Absenteeism has
increased everywhere, even in countries long characterised by a very
high electoral turnout or mandatory voting. Populism is often the



14 Democracies and the Populist Challenge

opposite and more demanding option: it is a political mobilisation
designed to ‘send a message’ to those who govern. The sources of dissat-
isfaction may stem from different levels of the political system:

• from the political parties accused of being unable to propose pro-
grammes which match the aspirations of sectors of the population,
or from the defence of specific interests;

• from the gap between electoral commitments and actual policy
output;

• from the inability of the political class to put problems on the
agenda and to debate solutions;

• from the lack of proper procedural or institutional instruments
capable of channelling non-conventional views or ideas which
disturb the internal equilibrium of political parties or institutions;

• from political or economic outputs, particularly in relation to eco-
nomic and social policies;

• from the loss of trust in politicians or institutions.

Dissatisfaction is a relatively common phenomenon in any society
and democracy is designed to allow, or should allow, the expression of
this dissatisfaction and its translation via the change in governing
elites and adopted policies. However, this universal character of democ-
racy is modified by the institutional arrangements of particular systems
and their specific capacity to manage the expression of the popular
will, by the preferences citizens give to the various options for political
involvement (vote, pressure, participation, protest, and so on.), and by
the capacity of the system to make people’s rights meaningful.

Voicing this dissatisfaction in various ways, including through ‘pop-
ulist’ claims and strategies, may be interpreted as a crisis of democracy
(see Crozier et al. 1975). It may also be seen as a challenge, associated
with the functioning and transformation of representative democracy.
All democracies are faced constantly with the need to justify the insti-
tutional and political channels of representation to new societal
demands and needs. Rather than the manifestation of crisis, it is the
expression of an in-built feature: if representation is an ad hoc and
second-best solution to ‘pure’ democracy, it is condemned to constant
adjustment. As underlined by Klingemann and Fuchs (1995), rather
than a crisis of democracy (which by itself is not at stake), what we are
facing is a challenge to the functioning of political systems.
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Populist manifestations can also be seen as a ‘reminder’ to the elites.
As pointed out by Dalton (1996, 84–5), ‘Democracies must adapt to
survive … Democracy is threatened when we fail to take the democra-
tic creed literally and reject these challenges’. In this sense, populism
can be read as a fever warning which signals that problems are not
being dealt with effectively, or points to the malfunctioning of the
linkages between citizens and governing elites. Klingemann and Fuchs,
for instance, do not see any contradiction between non-institution-
alised participation and the emergence of new political actors on the
one hand, and the institutional framework for democratic participa-
tion on the other. They conclude, rather optimistically, that ‘the capac-
ity of the representative democracy of Western societies to absorb and
process problems arising from the transition to post-industrial society
has apparently been adequate’ (1995, 438).

This generally positive assessment may, however, overestimate the
integrative capacity of western political systems. Most of them have
been able to deal successfully with the various challenges faced in
recent years, ranging from terrorism to forms of social protest.
However, this capacity has not been uniform in the nature or swiftness
of its response. In particular, explicit or hidden consensus among the
political elites, or between the elites at large, has helped fuel the feeling
that change was difficult or impossible when channelled via estab-
lished political parties and ‘normal’ politics. Moreover, the European
integration process has had a deep impact on national politics and
policies, shaking up the traditional cleavages, threatening ideological
and political alignments, and calling for a restructuring of interests,
parties and institutions.

This uneasiness with ‘politics as usual’ can be observed in many
countries, including those with a more balanced relationship between
the power of the people and the constitutional system of checks and
balances. Neither the United States nor Switzerland, which both make
extensive use of the tools of direct democracy, have escaped the pitfalls
of popular claims and protests. In both countries referenda and popular
initiatives are so prolific that many politicians and observers have sug-
gested reducing their scope and objectives. Populist movements and
discourse are accentuated rather than reduced by the existence of
opportunity structures favouring forms of popular expression. This is
not particularly surprising given that the purpose of instruments giving
voice to the people without the mediation of political parties is not to
suffocate this direct expression, but, rather, to offer a complementary
access to the political process. But far from challenging the power of
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the elites, these popular/populist tools may help strengthen the politi-
cal system by preventing elites from becoming exclusively gatekeepers
or rent-seekers. By placing problems and topics which do not appeal to
the interests or ideologies of the governing elites on the political
agenda, the popular input can reinforce the legitimacy of the system
and contribute to a more lively and open public debate. This is often
the case in the United States, where many issues arrive on the national
agenda thanks to intense political debate during local or state refer-
enda. The issue is not the more or less progressive or conservative char-
acter of popular involvement (which is a matter of taste), but rather the
positive or negative impact that these forms of direct democracy may
have on the working of representative democracy.

A similar observation can be made in the Swiss case where the use of
referenda has been criticised as conservative and, more recently, as
over-frequent and counterproductive: the vox populi all too often run
counter to government by the elites making the country increasingly
difficult to manage in the right direction (membership of the European
Union being a case in point). In a recent publication, Trechsel and
Sciarini (1998) challenge this common interpretation and lend empiri-
cal support to the hypothesis according to which the risks of negative
feedback through popular referenda push the political elites into strik-
ing deals, implying a broader consensus than would be strictly neces-
sary for a parliamentary adoption through majority rule. Paradoxically,
the consensus among the elites is strengthened and becomes in its turn
a problem, as the results for the Swiss populists in the recent general
election in Switzerland would seem to indicate. The referendum has a
veto function and allows voters to reject the legislation prepared by the
political elites when they dislike it. It means that parliament and gov-
ernment work in the shadow of the people, which can threaten any
reforms adopted.

This has led to the development of the initial phase of the legisla-
tive process – the so-called pre-parliamentary phase – and strength-
ened the preferences of the elites for co-operative behaviour. Hence,
the pre-parliamentary phase has, according to Neidhart, trans-
formed the Swiss ‘plebiscitarian democracy’ into a ‘bargaining
democracy’. (Trechsel and Sciarini 1998, 302)

Democracy and populism are intimately interlinked. Both, in their
own way, deal with the place and the role of people in democratic
institutions. While democratic systems are constantly struggling with
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the uneasy association between the, at times clashing, principles of
democracy and representation, populism tends to reject the principle
of representation outright or at least to limit its use as much as possi-
ble. From this point of view, populism constitutes the most acute
tension between the power of elites and the role of the masses. The
ambiguous status of populism derives from the fact that it often places
itself in a ‘middle-of-the-road’ position. It does not fully accept the
usual instruments of representative democracy, but neither does it
adopt strictly unconventional forms of political participation. Its reper-
tory of action belongs more to the traditional tools of electoral politics
than to the instruments of social mobilisation. Populism rejects parties
but usually organises itself as a political movement; it is highly critical
of political elites, but runs for elections; it advocates the power of the
people, yet relies on seduction by a charismatic leader. In other words,
populism is a warning signal about the defects, limits and weaknesses
of representative systems. In spite of its often unpleasant tones, it may
constitute an effective reminder that democracy is not a given, but is
instead a constant enterprise of adjustment to the changing needs and
values of society.

In the past, populism had been studied as a phenomenon in the
form of protest movements, radical parties, and anti-system organisa-
tions. All too often observers have been puzzled by its loose, volatile
and unstable definition and, at the same time, not enough attention
has been paid to its relationship with democracy and democratic insti-
tutions. In this volume, we have attempted to tackle the complexity of
populism by taking a slightly different approach. Our concern has not
been so much the specific content of the populist party programmes as
their position vis-à-vis the organisation and creeds of the democratic
systems. While there is little doubt that the programmes of these
parties are important, especially in view of the overt or covert ideolo-
gies they help propagate, focusing exclusively or mainly on this com-
ponent may impede rather than promote a full understanding of the
phenomenon. As observation shows, populist parties are generally very
opportunistic. The same party can be pro-European or anti-EU within a
very limited period of time according to its interests. It can be pro- or
anti-globalisation according to the changing mood of its leader.
Populist parties can be vociferous and extreme in opposition and more
moderate and compromise-oriented when in power. In addition, as
already underlined, it is precisely by identifying populism with specific
programmes or ideologies that we miss out on its crucial specificity. 
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All of the chapters of this volume address the issue by examining
precisely how populism amplifies the inherent tension between the
democratic and ‘non-democratic’ components of democratic systems.
Populist parties are by nature neither durable nor sustainable parties of
government. Their fate is to be integrated into the mainstream, to dis-
appear, or to remain permanently in opposition (as is the case in the
United States for instance). Their weakness lies in the dream of an
alternative form of democratic regime that they have been unable to
articulate clearly, let alone establish. Their strength – and probably
their permanence – derives from the drawbacks, failures and inconsis-
tencies of the democratic regimes themselves insofar as democracy is
both an ideal and a pragmatic, yet incomplete, reality. As long as the
discrepancy between the ideal – and idealised – vision of democracy
and the less than perfect political reality remains, there will be room
for populism, in one form or another.

Populism puzzles observers and makes it difficult or even impossible
to place it in a clear-cut category. In Part I of the volume, the contribu-
tions by Margaret Canovan, Yannis Papadopoulos, Paul Taggart and
Peter Mair deal with the intricacies of the relationship between pop-
ulism and representative democracy. As Margaret Canovan indicates in
chapter 2, its only core ideology is ‘the people’ which allows for versa-
tility and chameleonic positions according to time, place, needs and
strategies. The weak and vague content of this ideological framework
makes it more opportunistic and flexible than the more value-laden
dominant ideologies. This intrinsic vagueness is exacerbated by the
widespread and overextended use of the populist label, particularly in
the media. As soon as a new political grouping tries to challenge the
political establishment and does not match the familiar categories, it is
tempting to denominate it as populist, a classification generally per-
ceived as negative or even dangerous.

Populism cannot be labelled as a social movement given its prefer-
ence for political action via the channels provided by the political
system such as elections, referenda, and so forth. At the same time,
however, populist organisations often derive from the protest of
specific social groups (shopkeepers, owners of small businesses,
employees faced with the threat of change and adaptation), and use
instruments of mobilisation borrowed from the repertoire of protest
movements. As neither pure social movements nor political parties in
the classic definition of the term, populist organisations prefer alterna-
tive labels (Movement, League, Front). The use of the word ‘party’ is
more the exception than the rule and often relates to the transforma-
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tion of an old-style party (such as the FPÖ in Austria), or to the reliance
upon the traditional and oldest denomination, ‘the people’s party’
(this is particularly true in Scandinavia or in the Anglo-Saxon world).
Whatever the word used to identify or, alternatively, to stigmatise,
populism does indeed constitute a challenge to the party system. Not
only can it try to destroy the party system by openly condemning its
cartelisation (for example, in many instances Le Pen opted for ‘la poli-
tique du pire’, preferring to defeat candidates on the Right by helping
the candidates on the Left), but it can also try to ‘join the club’ and to
‘take over’ its weakest members (as Berlusconi has done since 1994).
Not only can a populist party be an antidote to the cartel party system,
but it can also contaminate the other parties by influencing the style of
leadership, the type of political discourse, and the relationship between
leader and followers. As Peter Mair states in his contribution,

There is a fragmentation of once powerful collective electoral identi-
ties, there is a blurring of the ideological and organisational distinc-
tions that once defined electoral choice and, to paraphrase
Kornhauser, we see the emergence of a genuinely mass electorate
whose relations with the institutions of government are no longer
mediated to any significant extent.

Part II of the volume goes into more detail by considering the varie-
gated forms of populism in four distinct national settings. Alan Ware
emphasises the distinct character of populism and underlines that it
‘appears less to be the politics of outsiders who are seeking a voice for
themselves, and, instead, it forms one aspect of the political main-
stream’. It has become a strategy. In his contribution on Italian system,
Marco Tarchi analyses the roots of populism since the foundation of
the Republic and the prolific mushrooming of populist parties and
movements during the last ten years. The crisis of the First Republic in
the wake of the corruption scandals of the 1990s has contributed to
the birth of very different populist styles embodied in leaders as differ-
ent and distinctive as Bossi, Di Pietro or Berlusconi. The elusive and
transitory character of some of these parties and the progressive insti-
tutionalisation of others (Forza Italia) is a clear demonstration that
populism is not a stable phenomenon, and that adaptation and
adjustment to the rules of the game, whilst simultaneously contribut-
ing to changing those very same rules, is the price that must be paid
to avoid political elimination. The same type of challenge can be
observed in Austria, where Haider’s party faces the risk of being trans-
formed from a protest party into a party of government. As Wolfgang
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Müller indicates in this volume, ‘Such a transformation would
require the FPÖ to abandon precisely the strategy responsible for its
electoral breakthrough’.

In his contribution on France, Yves Surel shows that, whilst populist
movements are not an unknown phenomenon in the Republican tradi-
tion, until the 1980s, the Fifth Republic managed to avoid being faced
with the problem thanks to the populist components introduced under
the Gaullist regime, in political discourse as well as in the formal insti-
tutions. Only when the Left came to power in France and the Right
was unable to integrate all its internal components into mainstream
politics, did populism re-emerge as the transformation of social cleav-
ages and the shortage of available political space for newcomers initi-
ated a process of realignment within the party system. It was briefly
interrupted by the election of Chirac in 1995, curiously enough thanks
to his use of the populist rhetoric for short-term and electoral cam-
paign purposes. 

Part III of the volume addresses the problem through a number of
comparative case studies. Hans-Georg Betz analyses the sort of popular
dissatisfaction which can breed populism and concludes that among
the factors accounting for the rise of populist movements, perhaps the
most important is the ability to appeal to and mobilise popular ressenti-
ments generated by specific events or experiences. However, he points
out the persistent differences between the various populist movements
and concludes that ‘We need to gain a better understanding of the
specifics of each individual case’. This view is shared by Kitschelt who
calls for a careful approach to the question and concludes that there is
not much point in ‘vague and generalised theorising about “rightist”
and “populist” currents in developed post-industrialising democracies’.
Finally, Cas Mudde extends the comparative investigation by examin-
ing the forms of populism emerging in the new democracies of Central
and Eastern Europe.

The contributions in this volume depict a rather variegated and, at
times, confusing situation which seems to discourage any attempt to
find a common denominator. At the same time, however, the idea that
so widespread a phenomenon cannot be anchored to some core com-
monalties or unifying principles is theoretically unacceptable. Part of
the problem undoubtedly stems from the loose way in which the term
is used. In this book we have reserved both the word and the concept
for those ideas, parties or movements which place themselves within
the democratic framework, rather than applying it to those regimes
whose reference to the people is a poor fig-leaf concealing their dictato-
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rial nature. However, the confusion may sometimes also derive from
an overly restrictive and partial definition, particularly in the recent
past, where populism has been equated with extremism or radical
right-wing movements. Such movements are indeed part of the land-
scape, but they are only one part.

The fate of populism, as defined here, is associated with democratic
regimes. Populism is the exacerbated expression of the people’s place
within democratic institutions, particularly at times when the political
systems do not function properly, when tensions become too acute,
when the channels for expressing discontent work badly, or when the
political elites are perceived as breaking faith with those they represent.
Representative democracy is challenged in the name of (people’s)
democracy. This explains why, in spite of this core constitutive
element, populism presents itself in so many different guises: the
nature of protest, and the channels and instruments used by the pop-
ulists are very much conditioned by the structure of the political
system, the nature of the problems at stake, the role and place of polit-
ical parties, the adversarial or consensual style of politics, and so forth.
But in spite of these variations in time and place, and in spite of its
constitutive ambiguity, populism cannot be seen and analysed merely
as a kind of democratic sickness. Rather, it is the indication of a demo-
cratic malaise that political actors and citizens would do well to take
seriously. It is a valid and timely reminder that democracy is not a
given, but is instead a permanently renewed construct.

Note

1. Moses Finley traces this dual meaning in Greek democracy and republican
Rome. The English term is more likely to indicate a collection of individuals,
whilst ‘le peuple’ refers to the whole community constituted by the associa-
tion of citizens and, at times pejoratively, to the lower strata of society.
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Making Sense of Populism
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20 years of Transformation of Georgia 
Introduction 
 
Phasing of economic transformation 
 

Processes unfolding in the Georgian economy during the past 20 years are to be 
considered as secondary based on the parameter of causal relation with the political 
processes. Chronologically political events of that period precede the economic changes, 
though the economic difficulties (low rate of economic growth, poverty and 
unemployment) in total destabilize politics and give way to periodic political crisis. 

There were not radical changes observed in the Georgian economy since the 
year 1989. Decline of economic activities started from 1990. The following period till 
1995 is characterized with economic stagnation in Georgia; only by the end of this period 
foundation was laid for the new economic policy under the guidance of international 
organizations, bringing significantly positive results during the later period. 

Economic stagnation in Georgia during this period has both the political and 
economic characteristics. Break-up of the USSR inherited Georgia the economic system 
with specifically oriented industrial structure not subject to restoration, considering the 
fractured economic links. The Civil wars of that period exercised negative influence on 
the country too, by strengthening its isolation from the previously integrated system. The 
country got the disordered financial system against the background of lack of national 
currency. In addition, experience and legislation base necessary for successful market 
reform and economic functioning were altogether missing.  

Liberalization and marketization of the Georgian economy define the character 
of the reform of that period. Despite the fact that the consequent economic reforms in 
the country start only from the year 1994, land and housing reforms had been carried out 
already in 1992. Plots of land and other types of land were transferred free of charge to 
private ownership; As a result of reforms 61% of the ploughed fields and 56% of the 
multi-year plantations were privatised in the year 1992. Practically all of the housing 
stock went over to private ownership. The process of privatization of state-owned small 
and medium enterprises was started, which was completed much later, by the year 1998. 
In the year 1994 vaucherisation took place. 

Dependence on the monetary zone was the main financial problem of that 
period. In the year 1993 there was an attempt of introduction of the transitional 
currency-Coupon, with the aim of temporary solution of the problem of leaving the 
monetary zone. Its devaluation was observed rather quickly and very soon, in the year 
1995, Coupon was out of use and it made way for the national currency-Lari. 
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One of the important components of economic stagnation for that period 
became the energy crisis. The country was not provided the needed volume of electrical 
power and it resulted in significant deterioration of the general socio-economic 
background. 

Considering disintegration of economic links and almost complete suspension of 
previously existing enterprises the labour resource of the country turned out to be 
unused. Earlier unprecedented unemployment acquired huge dimensions. Subsequently, 
the labour force of the country, having lost stable jobs of the professional profile, would 
not have ever been completely restored. Transition to new economic links and new forms 
and fields of economic activity against the background of lack of professional retraining 
for the labour capital gives way to its long-term degradation and structurally provided 
maintenance of high indicators of unemployment. 

In the second half of the year 1994 the process of explicit stabilization was 
started. In the same year the anti-crisis state programme was worked out with the 
support of international financial institutions aiming at providing economy with basic 
components. These components covered the new legislation basis consistent with the 
market economy, regulation of financial-crediting system, transformation of banking 
field, privatization, liberation of prices, improvement of tax system, liberalization of 
internal trade. 

The starting position of the economic reform, initiated in the year 1994, was 
totally unfavourable and the general situation unfolding in the country-rather grave. 
Though economy of the country enjoyed up-grading since the year 1995 to be continued 
till the year 1998. Against the background of general political stability, led by the 
adoption of the Constitution of Georgia in the year 1995 and by conducting the 
Parliamentary and Presidential elections in the same year, the country starts to carry out 
economic transformations. The main factor leading to the economic growth appeared to 
be the financial reform and the stabilization of monetary  and credit system. Living 
standards do also increase.  

Notwithstanding the relative formal success achieved in terms of liberalization 
of economy, it did not acquire the character of the set up system. Considerable part of 
economy did not resolve the deadlock and used to function under the informally 
established legal area. Concealment of taxes, operating in cash  bypassing the banking 
system, resulted in the development of first of all banks, foundations, securities market 
and etc. 

Since the year 1998 the economic growth rates declined; decreased were also the 
revenues of the population; The budget crisis was intensified-the weak fiscal system 
could not gain revenues for the state budget. The rate of legislative activities were also 
reduced and at the same time the problem of corruption was brought to the forefront.  
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Drastic dissatisfaction of the population with the low rate of development of the 
country and the corruption gave way to the replacement of the government in the year 
2003 and to the new stage of reforms. During this period the formal parameters of the 
business climate of the country were significantly improved. The parameters of the 
budget planning and of the functioning fiscal system were also developed. The revenues 
of the budget were drastically increased too, among them at the expense of the new wave 
of privatization of large items of belongings. Since the year 2003 the economy again 
demonstrated the high growth rates, which were not decreased even as a result of 
economic and political blockade imposed by Russia.  

Again following the year 2003, the new redistribution of properties was started. 
Under the lack of independent judiciary, the right of ownership and the right of business 
on political independence were weakened. The rights of the hired workers were also 
brought to naught. Most of the regions still remain beyond the economic development, 
the latter being concentrated mainly on the capital city. 

Generally speaking, despite the neo-liberal nature of the carried out reforms 
political pressure on economy ascribes it a clearly defined political-clientele character. In 
parallel with this inclination towards minimal state and incompletion of their social 
rights, weakness characteristic for the long-term planning and ignorance of new 
economic inequality in the society again give way to deterioration of living standards of 
the population. Economic situation of the household still declines as considered by the 
population in their subjective evaluation and the massive unemployment still remains the 
unresolved problem. 

 
Phasing of Social Transformation 
 
Social transformation of the population of Georgia during the last period 

enclosed in itself the deep structural changes which were not reflected in the obvious 
statistical parameters, such as migration, decline of living standards or increase of 
economic inequality. It was also expressed in the transformation of the cultural capital, 
valuable orientations and the mode of life. 

The first wave of social transformation is linked with the rights and freedoms, 
the citizens received right after the perestroika and also with formation of the new 
national-civic communities, accompanying the break-up of the USSR. In the same period 
emerged the opportunities for social mobility, not existing earlier-such as the change of 
place of residence, possibility of leaving abroad, adaptation to new forms of economic and 
social activities and etc. Simultaneously new national communities are being politically 
formed based on national identity. The Russian language is losing its official status, 
resulted in emigration of significant part of the Russian speaking national minorities from 
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Georgia. The first wave of the massive emigration started in the same period, is first of all 
linked with the collapse of the Union and the wish of the citizens to choose the brightest 
country for future residence. 

The next wave of the migration in the years 1990-1994 was due to emergence of 
the refugees from the conflict zones. This covered both the internal and external 
migration. Afterwards, following the year 1995, emigration from Georgia gradually 
decreases and acquires the character of the labour migration generally, mainly 
conditioned by economic and not political reasons, though it is to be noted once more 
that previous migrations had also had the economic grounds to a considerable degree. 

During the period until the year 1995, another important factor for social 
transformation was the economic stagnation, leading to cessation of most of the industrial 
enterprises and disintegration of economic links and product markets of agricultural 
products. The population is compelled to earn a living not through their professional jobs. 
Accidental earnings, trading, cultivation of land for earning basic daily bread were 
combined with the self-study of the population in terms of new skills and knowledge, 
such as foreign languages, computer technologies and new forms of administration of 
economic activity. This time the significant factor for the survival of the population was 
the traditional social ties, such as mutual family support, relationships and acquaintances. 
Growth of traditional social links was accompanies with the growth of traditional values, 
national and religious identities. Church was in the forefront, as the most respected 
institution, which today enjoys the highest and absolute confidence in the society. 

The period following the year 1996 the economy starts to function again, 
combining the old and new elements. The new economy requires such skills and 
knowledge from the labour force, which are not in full offered by the formal system of 
education. In spite of the high demands of the society on new education and sharp and 
abrupt growth of the number of high education institutions, new knowledge is acquired 
mainly beyond the system of education, under the influence of free information space, 
formed in the post perestroika liberalization.  

Economic stratification of the population brings forth great difference between 
quite not numerous rich minority and the basic population beyond the poverty line. The 
middle class is abridged only with small percentage of population. Presence of new 
professional skills (foreign languages, computer) became (and still is up to now) the basic 
factor for achieving the socio-economic success. 

By the year 2003, when the Rose Revolution takes place, tension of the age-
specific conflict in the society becomes highly intensified. 

Work places occupied by the old generation, are not made vacant and the youth 
suffers great deficit for the jobs. The situation unfolding since the year 2003 gives way to 
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sharp “rejuvenation” in the state enterprises, where the “winner” youth starts to prevail 
after the revolution. 

From the demographic point of view, the Georgian society is still becoming old. 
Birth rate does not give way to natural growth of population. especially drastic collapse of 
birth rate was observed during the years 1990-1993. Sharply was increased the 
illegitimate fertility, which was apparently resulted from the transformation of the family 
institution. 

Health problems gradually became one of the most important for the society. 
The reform of the healthcare system, having been carried out since the year 1998, 
significantly restricted the access opportunities to medical service for the basic 
population. Neoliberal reform, on the basis of which now built are both the healthcare 
and the education system are in sharp contrast with the norms of social protection of old 
times. 

Generally speaking, under the influence of disintegration of the USSR and 
further efforts of Georgia to be involved in the new civilized economic community, the 
society was imposed a strong shock, consisting of both the cultural and socio-economic 
components. The consequences of that shock are revealed in the new social disparities 
between the few successful Elite and the other remained part of the society. Adaptation 
difficulties are also reflected in the growth of traditional values and in the search of new 
identities in the society. The society, in whole, still remains to be in unstable position, 
threatened by possible political shocks. 

 
Phasing of Political Transformation 
 
Political transformation of Georgia has its crucial point on April 9, of the year 

1989, when use of force against population participating in a meeting on the Rustaveli 
Avenue, led to human death, depleted was the limit of legitimacy of the existing power 
and the system. 

As considered by the society, events unfolding on April 9 till today remain to be 
the most important in the newest history of Georgia,. They at considerable extent 
predetermined the predominance of radical political attitudes in the following political 
transformation of the country. 

Election of the Supreme Council of Georgia held in the year 1990, formally 
ended up the Communist administration. Zviad Gamsakhurdia came to power leading the 
radical wing of the national-liberation movement during that time. His political block-
Round Table-gained the most number of seats in the elections of the Supreme Council of 
the Georgian Soviet Republic. 
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Soon after then independence of Georgia was formally declared on April 9 of the 
year 1991. Though it remained only declared till the period of Edward Shevardnadze 
coming to power, when the independence was internationally recognized. Declaration of 
independence at the same time called in question maintenance of territorial integrity of 
Georgia. Autonomous region of the South Ossetia and the autonomous Republic of 
Abkhazia-regions bordering Russia, became the seat of tension derived as a consequence 
of civil wars completed, neither in peace, nor in war, by the year 1994-these conflicts in 
the frozen form are maintained till today. 

Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s administration was short and chaotic. Not being able to 
take the leverage tools and having confronted with considerable part of the society, he, 
most importantly, lost also the control over the newly formed national army. As a result 
of the armed confrontation Gamsakhurdia was urged to leave Georgia and the power was 
moved to the Military Council in the beginning of the year 1992. In February of the year 
1992, the Military Council set up the temporary administration body-State Council-
under the Chairmanship of Edward Shevardnadze. This Council also choosing the policy 
of independence and democratic development of Georgia, worked out the transitional 
law on the state power of Georgia and conducted the free democratic elections of the 
Parliament of Georgia in the year 1992. 

The Parliament of Georgia of the years 1992-1995 represented almost all of the 
political parties in Georgia (except for the supporters of Gamsakhurdia). It completed its 
activity with his main achievement-adoption of the Constitution of the country in the 
year 1995. According to this Constitution, Georgia became a presidential Republic, where 
the President of the country shall at the same time be the head of the state and the head 
of the executive branch of the government. Simultaneously the President did not have 
the right of dissolution of the Parliament, which on one hand guarantied the observation 
of the principle of checks and balances and on the other-did not clarify the tools for 
resolution of authority crisis in case of confrontation of the President and the Parliament. 
Subsequently the latter played an important role in the years 2000-2003, when such a 
confrontation ended up in the “Revolution of Roses”. 

The period between the years 1992-1995 was characterized by consecutive fight 
of the state for execution of “monopoly of the legitimate use of power” on the territory of 
the whole of Georgia. This fight was lost on the territory of Abkhazia (Sukhumi collapsed 
in September, 1993) and the South Ossetia. As a result of the territorial wars more than 
250 000 people became refugees. The territory of the autonomous republic of Adjara 
remained under the sole administration of Aslan Abashidze, which lasted till only the 
year 2004, when Abashidze was compelled to leave his post under the threat of the 
military confrontation from Tbilisi. During the same period the state managed to 
disintegrate and expel the military groupings being almost in power and having been 
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formed and strengthened during the time of civil wars as well. By the end of this period 
the new ruling party was founded-Citizens’ union of Georgia, becoming the majority in 
the Parliamentary elections of the year 1995. Strengthening the statehood and 
reinforcement of international relations (agreement on passing the oil pipe line through 
the territory of Georgia) are accompanied by unsettled relations with Russia and growth 
of non-confidence in terms of these relations. 

By the year 1995 socio-political activity of the population of the previous 10 
years was brought to naught. Not considering the self-government bodies following the 
elections held in the year 1998, political participation of the society in the administration 
of the country did not find the essential institutionalization. 

Public protest attitudes were revealed in a sporadic manner and did not have 
significant influence on the power in the following period. The accumulated protest fund 
was revealed only afterwards, during the “Revolution of Roses”, when first of all the new 
youth generation entered the political arena. 

The Parliament of the year 1995 actively carried out reforms and adopted laws, 
using the favourable circumstances of stability and economic growth. Though after 
several years collapse was observed in all of the fields of life-attitudes and hopes of the 
society became losing, economy lowered the rate of development and in politics 
confrontation was observed between the Parliament and the President. Against the 
background of extremely low standard of living and economic disorder, the state was 
functioning in a very ineffective way, corruption was flourishing and political crisis was 
apparent. This time the self-government bodies were formed and they started to 
function; the first election of these bodies were held in the year 1998. 

The 1999 year Parliamentary election and 2000 year Presidential elections 
demonstrated an apparent degradation of the quality of the election process. Against the 
background of the next fight for the power this degradation together with the corruption 
appeared to be in the centre of the society attention. Confidence of the population in the 
power and the state institutions fell down to zero. At the same time ineffective 
functioning of non-government institutions working for political mobilization- television 
broadcasting, parties, non-government organizations-gave way to mobilized mass protest 
actions and resignation of Shevardnadze in the year 2003. The Parliamentary election of 
the year 2003, serving as a push for the “Revolution of Roses”, the Presidential election of 
the year 2004, following this resignation and partial re-elections of the Parliament in the 
year 2004, founded the new governing party-National Movement- and brought the sole 
leader of the mass protest actions-Mikheil Saakashvili to power. 

Following the events of the year 2003 the rates of the political activity of the 
government significantly increased simultaneously with the abridgement of democracy 
of the government. Amendments made to the Constitution in the year 2004, weakening 
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of the local self-government bodies and concentration of all of the formal and informal 
leverages in the hands of the President significantly undermined the Constitutional 
balance of power. Under the guise of fight against corruption and criminal world and 
necessity of accelerated reforms, Law Supremacy was diffused, the power was becoming 
more and more arbitrary. Hopes of the society for the better were losing. 

The number of the functioning political parties, steadily reduced after the first 
decade of the social activity, was diminished to 6-8 really functioning parties. Though, 
the system, functioning since the year 2003, can be characterized as a single-party 
system, considering the fact that the ruling party exercises full control over the whole 
power, including the elections and the opposition does not play any role at all; 
Furthermore, during the last years the latter has been under strong pressure from the 
state apparatus. The degree of freedom of Mass Media was also decreased. TV Channels, 
having played an essential role in mobilization of population in the year 2003, are under 
control today and censured by the authority. Freedom of speech and the function of 
criticizing the authority today are actually ensured by one TV Channel, belonging to 
Patarkatsishvili and Merdock. This channel is having the highest rating among the 
Televiewers and enjoys very high confidence. 

Non-government organizations actively participated in the liberalization of the 
public opinion in the years 1995-2003 and played an immense role in the events 
unfolding in the year 2003. During the following period their social role was diminished, 
though in the field of protection of human rights, they still continue to exercise an 
important influence on the public opinion. New social groups and interests, arising 
against the background of neoliberal transformations of the recent years, can not find the 
institutionalization within the frames of non-government sector. Order of the day on the 
daily wants of the population are not included in the agenda of the NGOs, Mass Media 
and of the political parties. Gap between the authority and the population is not being 
filled with anything and it might be followed by further political shocks. 

We can say that during the last period Georgia could not manage to completely 
form a democratic, constitutional and legal system of power; it still remains to be under 
the breakthrough of the influence from the previous system of the party and the state. 
Recent years in this regard were characterized as recession rather than progress. It can be 
expected that in future the growth of the political shocks would be revealed in new 
institutional political events. 

 
General Conclusions 
 
Several interlinked processes unfolding in Georgia during the last years 

traditionally are called democratization, though in essence they are not like that. 
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Simultaneous transformation of political, economic and social structures of the society 
were carried out under the influence of several factors, out of which establishment of 
democratic institutions of administration, appeared to be one of them and not a single 
factor. Break-up of the USSR had a great influence over the situation unfolding in 
Georgia, giving way to the degradation of its economy, to civil wars, weakness of state 
administration and the cultural shock, born by the population. The following period of 
the socio-economic and cultural transformation was also strongly affected by 
globalization and the related events. Necessity for ensuring the high rates of development 
against the background of the adaptive difficulties of the population in the end gave way 
to degradation of democratic institutions in power instead of their development. 
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Chapter 1. 
 
Economic Transformation of Georgia 
 
National and personal revenues, structure of expenses 
 
During the period preceding the break-up of the USSR, the Georgian economy 

like those of all of the countries of the USSR belonging to the social camp was 
characterized with the cases of crisis, namely with sharp decline of industry, high rate of 
inflation and drastic collapse of investments. Started in the year 1996 liberalisation and 
transformation of the economy throughout the whole of Union gave way to economic 
decline. Though it is to be noted that the economic decline did not have such scales 
anywhere except for Tadjikistan as it had in Georgia: in the year 1994 GDP was decreased 
by 74% as compared to the level unfolding in the year 1990, the volume of total industry 
production-by 84% and the volume of agricultural production-by 46%. In parallel with 
the economic reasons and the breakup of the USSR, resulting in the decline of united 
economic space, this sharp collapse was definitely supported by the civil war on the 
territory of Georgia lasting from the end of the year 1991 till the beginning of the year 
1994. 

Only in the year 1995 it became possible to restore the decline of the production 
and start the economic growth. Structural reforms, carried out since the year 1994 under 
the leadership of international organizations and the political stability enabled the 
economy to start growing and be brought in the forefront among the other problems the 
society was facing. Out of the questioned in the poll conducted in the year 1996, 425 
considered that the task of the primary importance for Georgia was overcoming the 
economic crisis1. This indicator was consequently decreased down to 30% in the year 
1998 and again increased up to 36% in the year 1999 supposedly due the retardation of 
the rates of growth of economy. 

In the year 2003 GDP in real terms was increased by 1.6 times (by 63,3%) as 
compared to the year 1994- this year the average yearly growth totaled 5,2%. 

This high indicator of GDP was mainly due to the economic growth in the years 
1996-1997 (annual growth of 11%). The following years (1998-2000) were characterized 
by comparatively low rates of economy (2% in the year 2000). Consequently the rates of 
economic growth again were increased, which was apparently resulted from large 

                                                
1 USIA, 1996 
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volumes of the construction works (construction of Baku-Jeihan pipeline). In the years 
2003-2005 the average indicators of the growth of GDP composed 8,8%. 
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GDP per capita of the population was increasing by 10-11% on average over a 

period of 1996-2000 years, though taking the inflation into consideration, the real growth 
rate equaled 6-7%. By maintaining such a growth rate, Georgia can reach the respective 
indicator of the OECD countries only in the year 2057, the average growth indicator of 
which composed 3.0% over a period of 1995-2005 (“Sakartvelos Respublika”, 7 March, 
2006, I Archvadze). 

 
1.1.2. GDP per capita, USD 
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The state revenues against the background of economic crisis were very low. 
Until the year 1995 we can say that Georgia did not have a budget, as far as it did not 
have its national currency. Since the year 1995 started is the formation of the country 
budget, though the high shadow character of the economy and the growing corruption 
did not give the opportunity of providing the budget with somehow satisfactory 
revenues. 
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And still, growth of GDP and economic stabilization having been started in the 
year 1995 resulted in relative increase of budget revenues: in the years 1995-2003 under 
the condition of real growth of GDP by 63% the budget revenues under nominal value 
4.9 times were increased. Correlation of tax funds to GDP was increased from 7.3% to 
15.8%. During the same period gradually was reduced the share of transfers received 
from abroad in the formation of revenues of the budget. Within these 8 years nominal 
indicators of the revenues of the consolidated budget were 4.7 times increased and the 
real growth rate of GDP calculated by using the deflator, composed 2.5 times. Though 
only after the Revolution of Roses against the background of sharp and severe economic 
policy introduced by the state, tax revenues of the budget demonstrate essential growth. 
In the years 2004-2005 share of tax funds increase from 14,1 to 19,7 percent of GDP. 
Budget revenues of local municipalities remain totally insignificant; local government 
bodies depend on transfers made from the central budget; local budgets (except for the 
Tbilisi one) total no more than 2% of GDP. 

In the first years of transformation, despite the sharp decline of economy, 
population escaped from direct human catastrophe mainly at the expense of those 
material capital, being saved during the Soviet times. Though time by time the situation 
ceased to be considered as temporary and the population started to suffer the serious 
material difficulties. In the year 1996 only 20% of the population evaluated their 
economic standing as comparatively good, while 77% evaluated it as rather bad or bad2. 
Afterwards (1998-1999) these indicators were improved only insignificantly; The 
percentage of those, who evaluated their standing as very good, increased by 1% only. 
The percentage of those who considered that the economic standing of their family had 
been worsened for the last 12 years exceed the percentage of those, who improved their 
material standing. The vast majority of the population during this period considered the 
economic situation unfolding in the country as bad (very bad). In the following period till 
the year 2003 respondents continued to assess their material standing as being 
deteriorated3. Within a short period of time between the years 2003 and 2005 the number 
of respondents, having improved their material standing for the last three months 
approximately equaled the number of those, who have had their material standing 
deteriorated4. After then the balance was still shifted onto the side of deterioration. At 
present weakened is also the post-revolutionary optimism in terms of general 
improvement of economic situation unfolding in the country. 

In terms of dynamics of the level of the population well-being, from the year 
1995 to the year 2004 it was characterized by stable, but rather low rate growth. As a 

                                                
2 USIA, 1996-1999 
3 Kopernikus 
4 IRI 
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result of sampling investigation of the household, increased was the average monthly 
salary of the employee hired by the employer, though in parallel with that the level of 
average revenues (both the cash and non-cash) per household appeared to be under the 
poverty line.  In the years 1998-2001 the average level of real revenues was even 
decreased, which was due to unpaid salaries, pensions and other allowances in the 
budgetary sector and also, presumably, to the consequences of default of the year 1998 
and to the losses born by the most part of the agricultural population as a result of the 
drought of the year 2000. By the year 2003 almost half of the population had the 
revenues not exceeding 50 GEL per capita. Gradual growth of revenues for the last years, 
considering the annual inflation, does not really affect the situation unfolding. 

 
1.1.1. Per capita monetary incomes (in Lari) 
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In the structure of the revenues of the population, cash revenues since the year 

1998 compose no more than 78% and this share gradually was decreased down to 75%. 
Non-cash revenues at the same time were increased up to 25%. Based on these 
parameters there is an essential difference between the rural and urban economies. If 
only cash revenues are taken into consideration, the rural economies had had much 
higher revenues than the rural ones by that period. Though the consolidated income-
both the cash and non-cash revenues –earned by rural economy-appeared to be more 
highly remunerative. Occupation under hiring provided only one fifth of the family 
revenues. Sales of property, borrowing and savings also have played the essential role, 
slightly increasing even the revenues from self-occupation. During this period increased 
also were the revenues from money transfers from abroad and the support rendered by 
relatives. Remuneration of labour over a period of 1996-2000 has been four times 
increased, though the difference in the remuneration of labour for men and women is 
was still maintained; The former receive almost twice remuneration than the latter. 
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6.1.1. Estimated income (month), man and wiman (Lari) 
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Significant remains also the difference between the urban and rural population. 

In urban economies the wages (remuneration of labour) composed considerable part of 
the revenues as compared to the rural ones.  This difference was compensated with the 
fact that in rural economies revenues are frequently derived from the sales of agricultural 
products. 

Poverty of the population for the last years represent one of the main problems 
Georgia is facing. With the start of the reforms this problem was slightly eased and 
afterwards the population became poorer. The poorest strata of the population were 
especially exposed to loss; at the same time disparity was growing; Over the same period 
the probability of shift of the individual from one group of population to another is high-
due to unpredictability and instability of the revenues or deterioration of the health 
condition of the persons, who did not belong to the strata of the poor for the given 
moment and could find themselves among them. And still, for the given moment, 20% of 
the population face poverty, and the 60% would likely find themselves in this group at 
least once over the following three years. Economic retardation and poverty are 
especially characteristic for the regions. The rural population, composing significant part 
of the population of the regions, continued to grow poorer against the background of 
sharp move to practically natural production. Today the degree of poverty (impossibility 
of withdrawal from the group lower in revenues) in the rural areas is even increased.   

Until the year 2003 the percentage indicator of the poor households in the cities 
was higher, and in the villages higher used to be percentage indicator of extremely poor 
households. Following the year 2003 the situation was changed and the number of poor 
households started to be quickly increased. The percent of the poor and extremely poor 
households is significantly lower in Tbilisi as compared to Georgia on average. This 
confirms the fact that generally the economic activity in Georgia is concentrated on 
Tbilisi. 
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7.1.1. Величина прожиточного минимума (лари) 
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7.2.2. Average per capita monetary income to the minimal  level of  substituency  % 
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Differentiation of the population proceeding from the current revenues and the 

consumer expenses importantly exceeds the ceiling of social stability and economic safety 
of the country. 

The structure of the revenues of the population with the lowest revenues, living 
beyond the poverty line, differs from the structure of revenues of the population in 
general. These households are significantly depended on gifts, sales of property, debts and 
savings and support rendered from the state, generating half of their revenues. Two fifth 
of the similar households represent the family of single mothers, one third of which do 
not have food and the fourth are the pensioners. 

Real expenditures of households from 1998 to 2003 were decreasing. Most of 
expenditures were spent on food, and even these expenditures were decreasing. 
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7.3.1. Distribution of overall incomes of the population according to the 20% groups  
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The household expenses in their real accuracy were decreased over the period of 

1995-2004: The average revenues of more than 50% of the population are below the 
living-wage. Notwithstanding the definite growth of GDP per capita and the respective 
cash revenues, almost the same distribution of the revenues among the groups of 
population, presumably shows the invariability of poverty. At the same time the given 
tendency, confirms the fact that at the expense of growth of GDP per capita, the revenues 
are redistributed in favor of more well-to-do part of the population. 

 
5.1.1.  GINI 



 17 

0,55 0,54

0,58
0,56

0,54 0,55 0,56
0,53

0,5
0,52

0,5 0,5
0,47

0,49
0,460,46 0,46 0,45

0,47
0,45 0,46 0,46 0,46

0,44 0,43 0,43 0,44

0,4 0,41 0,4 0,41
0,39 0,39 0,39 0,4

0,38 0,38 0,38 0,39

0,52

0,2

0,3

0,4

0,5

0,6

0,7

1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

moneraty	  revenues total	  revenues monetary	  s pendings

total	  s pendings total	  c ons umption
 

 
The level of the GINI coefficient over the period of 1997-2004, the highest 

indicator  as per the cash revenues-varies from 0.58 to 0.53. The lowest indicator of this 
coefficient as per total consumption-from 0.40 to 0.38. Consequently, inequality is 
observed in the society in terms of revenues rather than in terms of consumption. Taking 
into account the fact that the indicators of the expenses more clearly reflect the real 
situation unfolding in the country, the last indicator of the coefficient seems more 
hopeful. 

 
 

Employment, Unemployment and their Structure 
 
For analysing the micro economic processes the most important indicators are 

the employment and the level of unemployment. Especially high level of unemployment 
in Georgia is mainly governed by structural changes made in the economy of Georgia. 
Actually the process of concentration of the self-employed population took place in such 
fields as trading, transport, agriculture and services. 

 
8.1.1. Annual employment in economy, thousands  
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Sharp decrease of the average annual numbers occupied in economy in the year 

1992 is conditioned by the break-up of the USSR and the related economic links also 
with the processes of political and state life of Georgia (collapse of the regime of 
Gamsakhurdia, civil war, military conflicts in the South Ossetia and Abkhazia). Though 
the data of the year 1993 do not reflect the situation unfolding in Abkhazia and the South 
Ossetia; Until the year 1996 weak reduction of employment is still continued, resulted 
from not with the deduction of the given conflict zones, but from general stagnation and 
disintegration of economy. Definite growth having been started since the year 1996 is 
related to stabilization of the general situation and the start of economic growth. 
Decrease of the numbers employed in the year 1998, is supposedly linked with 
consequences of default of the year 1998. And still, significant employment growth is not 
observed afterwards either, demonstrating stable unfavourable tendencies in the field of 
employment. 

In agriculture, the largest sector of economy of Georgia-small farm economies, 
having been maintained after decollectivization, did not develop further and namely, 
expand at the expense of employment. Vice versa, redundant work force, having quitted 
their jobs at their own farms, because of both the level of revenues and ineffective 
technologies, went out to labour exchange trying to find more effective jobs. In their 
part, the fields with high share of self-employment: trading, transport and other service 
fields, did not give way to participation of individual enterprises against the background 
of fierce competition. 

And still, the employment level in agriculture remained especially high. Though 
this employment mainly ensured the production of necessary products for family 
consumption and was characterized by the high level of underemployment. Most of the 
work force have shifted to this sector from the others, not having the opportunity to use 
their professional knowledge and skills. 
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When analyzing the provided data we have to take into account that 
employment in agriculture is determined by possession of plot of land and not by self-
evaluation of the worker (inclined to consider himself unemployed). 

 
9.1.1. Annual employment by sectors 
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The second in turn following agriculture as per the level of employment is the 

trading sector. Difference between the sectors is considerably significant-approximately 
five times less work force are occupied in trading. And still, these two sectors together 
provide the two-third of the employed with the jobs. Like in the previous sector, the 
occupied in this one could be generally regarded as not having found the jobs in other 
sectors of economy.  

More workers are employed in the field of education rather than in industry, in 
which the level of employment is gradually decreasing. 

Within the structure of employment the hired workers compose less than 30% 
of the employed in total. Their number has been steadily reduced. Simultaneously, the 
number of the self-employed has been gradually increased. The number of the employers 
sharply decreased over a period of 1997 and 1998 as a result of the economic crisis.  

As a consequence of privatization and other reforms steadily fell down the 
number of the employed in the state enterprises. The privatization carried out in the 
years 1995-1996 ensured a significant growth of the number of the employed in the 
private sector: by the year 1999 this number has tripled as compared to the year 1996. 
Though, afterwards it had stopped to grow and has remained to be stable on the level of 
30% till the year 2005; It demonstrates that the hopes for the private sector, as the main 
producer (creator) of the new working places, appeared to be not totally justified as yet. 
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The employment level in foreign business and non-commercial sector remains 
to be low, though this sector is characterized by significant growth. Despite the fact that 
the percentage indicator of the employed in the state sector was gradually decreasing 
since the year 1996, it is noteworthy that this sector over the period of 2003-2004 
ensured significant part of the employment as compared to others. 

 
10.1.2. Annual employment rates according to the kind of property 
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Unemployment stably occupies the leadership position in subjective evaluations 

of the population, as the basic problem for both the individuals and the country as a 
whole. Prior to Revolution Roses unemployment, poverty (or living standards) and 
corruption were leading among the basic problems for the country (according to different 
sources), and after the Revolution of Roses mentioned are also the territorial integrity of 
the country and the problems of economy as a whole following the problems of 
employment. 

 
Most important problems, facing Georgia (summary rating)5. 

                                                
5 IRI 
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Unemployment represents one of the painful problems for socio-economic 

development of the post-soviet Georgia. Starting in the year 1992 the number of the 
people, looking for jobs actually two times exceed the data provided in the employment 
agencies. It is due to low level of effectiveness of these agencies first of all and also, due to 
prevalence of informal economy, especially in the years 1992-1995, over the period of 
instability in the post-soviet Georgia. 

Sharp decrease of the number of the unemployed in labour activities, having 
been recorded in the registers of the agencies over a period of 1994-96, supposedly would 
be explained as the result of technical reasons (reorganisation of the respective agencies), 
rather than the real changes made to the situation unfolding. As to the second cycle of 
reduction, started since the year 2002, it was the result of the fact that the same year the 
new registration was initiated and many of the unemployed, having been disappointed as 
a result of the inefficiency of the agencies for the last years, did not go through the new 
registration. 

The most real data regarding the unemployment are received as per the criteria 
of ILO . Though if considering the wide-spread phenomenon in the post-soviet space 
“unemployed workers” (people, earning miserable salaries from the work places but not 
working in reality-e.g. in scientific institutions, in some of the state enterprises and etc), 
we can presume that the real number of the unemployed is even higher. 

 
4.1.1. Number of unemployed of economically active population , thousands  
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The sharp growth of the level of unemployment between the years 1997 and 

1998 is accounted for the simultaneous downturn in economy. The level of 
unemployment  of  men and women is approximately the same over the whole period 
(12% in the year 2003); Especially high are the indicators of the level of unemployment 
among the youth.  It is apparent that the economic neoliberal reforms after the year 2003 
are accompanied with the growth of unemployment. Unemployment is higher among the 
men. It is possible that it accounts for the women more easily agreeing for less prestigious 
and low-waged jobs.  

 
4.2.2. Level of unemployment, gender 
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The high level of unemployment among the youth is not decreased after the 

year 2003 despite the fact that the authority carries out the policy for rejuvenation of the 
state structures. It might be the result of having reduced the number of the staff first of 
all at the expense of the people having the pension age. 
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4.3.1 Distribution of unemployment to the age groups (as a percentage of total)  
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Structure of Economy 
 
Structure of economy in Georgia in the post-soviet period underwent radical 

changes. This refers both the structural transformations and the sector distribution. 
Structural shift to market economy is accompanied with gradual reduction of the number 
of staff in the state owned enterprises. Structurally first of all should be mentioned the 
decline of industrial production and transition of agriculture from collective to individual 
economies. 

As shown by the data on the number of the employed in different sectors of 
economy, following the year 1996 the number of the occupied in non-government sector 
was steadily grown and the number of the employed in state structures-                                                                                                                                                  
decreased. At the same time in the public sector economy tendency was revealed for 
decreasing the growth of GDP and in non-government one-rather strong tendency of 
growth. Reduction of the share of the public sector in economy is significantly linked 
with privatization. As to the municipal sector, the questions of transfer of  municipality 
belongings, were not finally resolved until recently. Only during the last years the law 
was adopted, according to which they shall have the right to receive both the ownership 
and the opportunity to privatize them. This is probably the reason why significant 
municipal economic activities are observed only in Tbilisi. 

Privatisation of property items started in the year 1991, in Tbilisi, though serious 
range was reached only later. Starting in the year 1994, when vaucherisation took place, 
privatization of small and medium property items, lasted till the year 1998, by using the 
following tools: auctions, competitions, purchase-lease agreement, transferring the shares 
to labour collectives. Though for completely understandable reasons, under the lack of 
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securities market and under the condition of high non-transparency of economy, 
incorporation and vaucherisation did not result in more equal distribution of revenues in 
the society. Since the years 1997-1998 in the process of privatization involved were also 
unviable enterprises and international bids were conducted for attraction of investments 
in the power system and communications. Especially intensive process of privatization is 
started in the year 2004, when large state enterprises are presented for sale. In the year 
2004, 21 important objects were privatized, and in the year 2005 they composed 92 large 
objects. Revenues from this type of privatization compose considerable part of the 
revenues of the budget (370 mln GEL in the year 2005). 

Though the society as a whole was positively framed towards the institute of 
private ownership and privatization, results of privatisation got more negative evaluation. 
Namely, in the year 1996 most part of the population suggested the right of citizens to 
own property and the right of their disposal (selling) but only 36% agreed that the 
ordinary citizens gain from leading the private ownership in the country, while 49% did 
not agree.6 

Significantly less support was rendered by the society to the policy of selling the 
large state enterprises to international companies. In the year 2002 76% were against. It is 
noteworthy that supposedly such an evaluation is first of all accounted for the political 
(geopolitical) and not economic reasons.7 No more than 30% of the population considered 
that the enterprises should have mainly be possessed by the state.8 

The field structure of economy was subject to radical changes: sharply was 
decreased the share of industrial production. In addition to this, new fields were grown 
(ascribed to the third sector of economy), such as communications. 

To put it specifically, the fileds that were developed for 2-3 times on average for 
the last 8 years, are: transport services and communication; field of service; financial-
mediation services were growing especially fast (8 times more for over eight years). 
Moderate growth rate was characterized for the volume of trading. Production growth 
rate was more unstable (after the initial decline) and still it reached 33% in the years 
1996-2003 (almost two times less than the growth of GDP). Totally unstable was the 
development of the largest field of the country-agriculture. It can be said that substantial  
growth in this field was not actually observed, which is significantly accounted for the 
structural problems the production was facing in this field. 

 
Structure of GDP (%) 
 

                                                
6 USIA 
7 IPS 
8 USIA 
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Process of reformation of the legal environment for economy was not 

accompanied by the simultaneous complete transition to economic activity under legal 
course. Considerable portion of the economic relations was not identified (fixed) and 
consequently was not accrued the customs duties and taxes. The part of the economy, not 
subject to reporting in terms of fiscal effect, is as usual defined as “shadow economy”, 
though the statistics data reflect much wider event, the so called “unobservant economy”. 
The latter, according to international standards for composing national accounting, 
include: a) legal and fruitful production, hidden from taxes and rules of payment; d) 
illegal production-fruitful, but prohibited under law; c) informal production-non-
corporate enterprises production in the households, which in the strength of their 
specificity (size, non-registration) are not subject to reporting (accountability); d) 
production of household products and services either for final use or for capitalization. 

Share of the unobservant economy in Georgia, composed approximately one 
third of total economy in the years 1998-2003, while in the entrepreneurial sector it 
totaled 55%. In some sectors, such as Restaurant business, this share is significantly 
higher. Under experts’ evaluation, share of the shadow economy is sometimes assessed by 
much higher indicators. 

 
11.1. Unobservable economy as per cent of GDP 
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The share of the unobservant economy in the entrepreneurial field exceeds the 

share of the observant economy even according to official data. 
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The detailed analysis of the unobservant economy shows that the basic non-

statistical reason for its formation is the objectively unfolding low level of accountability 
and reporting in small enterprises and in the informal sector (i.e. in non-corporate 
enterprises belonging to households). in these households the production and economic 
activities are not separated. 

As to the small enterprises, they were characterized by mass concealment of the 
revenues and the turnover with the aim of avoiding the payment of taxes. Over the last 
years, significant number of reforms carried out by the government, were targeted to 
reduce the informal sector of economy. Changes were made to tax legislation, the system 
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of customs duties was leberalised, requirements were made stricter regarding the use of 
cash register by the enterprises of small businesses. 

Wide range of the shadow economy is definitely related to the level of 
corruption. Under subjective evaluations provided as a result of the polls conducted by 
Transparency International, Georgia had become one of the most corrupted countries in 
the world by the year 2003 (corruption index-1.8; in the year 2002-2.4). In the year 1998 
57 % of the population and 44% of the enterprises considered that the level of corruption 
had been increased for the last four years (GORBI). Approximately 9% of the turnover of 
the enterprises and 3% of revenues of the households went to payoffs during this period, 
which were considered as the necessary components for leading the business by the vast 
majority of the population. Especially strong was the corruption in small businesses. It 
seems that liberalization of economy against the background of weaknesses of the legal 
regulation and general underdevelopment of state structures gave birth to not so much 
the market economy, but more to “wild” economy, which up to now could not have 
entered the legal frames. In spite of this, corruption did not have any single explanatory 
reason and was derived from different causes. It is remarkable that the fight of the 
authority against corruption which followed right the Revolution of Roses brought only 
insignificant improvement of the index (down to 2.8 in the year 2006). It evidences the 
systematic character of corruption and interlink of this event and functioning of 
economy as a whole. Still, in the evaluations of the population, topicality of the problem 
has decreased after the Revolution of Roses (from 11% in the year 2003 down to 3-4% in 
the years 2004-2005; Summary rating of the most important problems Georgia is facing; 
IRI) and at present corruption is not viewed as one of the most important problems for 
the country under public opinion. 
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Chapter 2 
 
Social Transformation of Georgia 
 
Social field of life of the Georgian population, like all of the other fields-politics, 

culture, economy-is at significant extent accounted for the Soviet System heritage on one 
side and for general processes of globalization unfolding in the world as whole and 
especially, in the West European countries and the USA on the other. The given 
circumstances are to be taken into consideration when analysing each of the social 
indicators. 

The social problems are at the same time interconnected. We can not for 
example, discuss the social marginalization without talking on such issues, as common 
labour market, education or healthcare. Resolution of the problem of ageing of the 
population is possible only by working out the new approaches to healthcare, 
employment and the pension legislation. 

Right for this reason, it is necessary to review many of the social indicators in 
their connections and interconditionality in order to characterize common situation and 
social transformation unfolding in the country. Presumably it is also inevitable to take 
into account the political peculiarities and social policy of the country. 

When describing the social transformation of Georgia we based on the theory of 
Herbert Noll, who proposes to review the social indicators differentiated according to 
two functions. The first one is the monitoring of social changes and the other-
measurement of the well-being of the population. 

In the given review provided would be the general tendencies and present 
situation unfolding. The specific data on which the research is based upon, though show 
certain conditions as to the social indicators, they still are not complete. In many cases 
alternative data are used, provided by the researchers working in this or that field. This 
regards even such indicators, as the number of population, marriages, fertility, death rates 
and others. 

After the break-up of the Soviet Union, the population of Georgia, like the 
population of other post-soviet countries, started to follow the way of democratization. 
Not to mention about the political and economic peculiarities, we would mention that at 
considerable extent changed were also the viewpoints, evaluations, people orientations 
and what’s interesting, changed was also the self-evaluation of people, as of the single 
nation; significantly was changed also the social stratification; the social status was 
decreased against the background of mass poverty and impoverishment. According to the 
social data of the State Statistical Department, approximately 60% of the families live 
beyond the poverty line, based on the sociological polls, approximately 90% are the 
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people calling themselves “very poor”, not having enough resources for even very 
necessary things. 

There are several reasons for the poverty. The first one to mention is the 
disruption of all of the industrial, economic links having been established in the Soviet 
Union, as a result of which many of the production fields had altogether disappeared, and 
the remained production objects had been closed. For several fields of economy, such as 
agriculture, light industry and others, significantly had been decreased the market for 
sales. In addition to this, new economic realities required workers and specialists, having 
such qualifications, which were not possessed by the population of Georgia. 

Universities and other high schools were not reformed and can not prepare 
specialists, needed for new economic requirements. Based on some data (not confirmed 
by exact numbers), one of the main reasons of poverty is the qualification incompatible 
with the modern requirements. Not only the specialists of the Soviet times are not 
satisfying the needs of the new demands, but also those young people, who graduate 
Institute for Higher Education today. 

In the Soviet Times the citizens of Georgia regarded themselves as socially 
secured, furthermore the material sufficiency strengthened the perception of the fact that 
it was one of the characteristics of Georgia, expression of its uniqueness and gifts.  

Low social status, impossibility of finding a job pursuant to education give way 
to high migration-both the internal (inside the country mainly to the large cities and 
especially to Tbilisi) and the external (mainly to Russia and Greece). 

 
Table 1. external migration according to the economic barometer research  
 

Living abroad:  1999 2000 2001 

Age (%)       

less than 20  3.8 5.8 4.3 
20-49 85.4 80.2 82.9 

50 and higher 10.8 14.0 12.8 

Education (%)       

primary 4.8 4.5 8.2 

vocational 59.7 54.1 59.2 

Higher 35.5 41.4 32.6 

Country (%)       

Russia 66.9 66.4 63.8 

Greece 13.4 13.2 12.7 

USA or Germany 11.2 8.1 6.6 

Other 8.5 12.3 16.9 
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Length of staying abroad (%)       

up to 6 months 15.7 12.2 21.6 

from 6 months up to 1 year 11.7 12.0 9.1 

more than 1 year 72.6 75.8 69.3 

Perspectives of going abroad:       
are going to go abroad within the nearest 6 months, 
thousands 43.3 43.9 41.8 

Age (%)    
up to 20 12.1 10.7 10.4 
20-49 72.1 74.0 73.0 
50 and higher        15.8 15.3 16.6 
Date of return (%) 
up to 6 months 41.0 27.7 37.8 
from 6 months to 1 year 29.8 29.0 22.2 
more than 1 year 29.2 43.3 40.0 
    

Country (%)       
Russia 50.5 47.4 57.3 
Greece 24.7 22.2 5.2 
USA or Germany 8.0 4.8 13.2 
Other 24.8 25.6 24.3 
 
Would like to migrate, thousands 759.3 797.7* 390.0 

 
About one third of the population have high education and only insignificant 

part-incomplete secondary education. 
Most of the migrants (two third of them) are in Russia, about 13%-in Greece, 

and 7%-in the USA and Germany. Two third of the migrants are abroad for more than 
one year. 

Two third of the people residing abroad are Georgians by nationality. Intensity 
of traveling abroad (correlation of the number of residing abroad to the number of the 
respective population in Georgia) among non-Georgians is 1,6 times more than among 
Georgians. 

Vast majority of the people living abroad (more than 70%) left their country for 
finding jobs; 60-70% among them help the members of their families, remaining in 
Georgia. 

The share of the Georgian among the people leaving Georgia approximated the 
structure of the population of Georgia according to nationality today. Among the people 
going abroad men are more than women (respectively 57 and 43%). Most of them are 
married (approximately 70%). 

As per nationality the distribution is the following: 65%-Georgians, 7,2%-
Russians; 7%-Armenian and 7%-Azerbaijanian. 
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The main purpose of migration, as shown by the data of the State Department of 
Statistics, is the search for jobs, employment. The people leaving their country and going 
abroad are mainly occupied in low-qualified jobs, but right they “feed” approximately 15-
20% of the population of Georgia. As considered by the specialists, the amounts, sent by 
the migrants to Georgia, total about 103 billion USD, though the official statistics name 
400 mln USD. 

It is interesting to note that the people agreed to execute certain works abroad 
(cleaning, looking after children, the sick and the old people) do not want to do the same 
job in their home country. It is explained by the social status, that they do not want to 
change in their country, trying to maintain their “image” as of the representative of the 
definite social class, and abroad, not having this status, hey freely perform any of the hard 
jobs. 

The second largest group of migrants are the specialists of these or those fields 
(physicists, mathematicians, biologists, engineers), who find the jobs of their 
specialization in Russia or other in other post-soviet countries (and rarely, in the 
European countries and the USA), where there is the demand, frequently the high one, 
on their qualification. It is noteworthy that if the migrants of the first type return back, 
the second ones, having found their jobs of their specialization and furthermore, well 
paid ones, mostly stay in the country of migration, get the citizenship, and invite to them 
the members of their families and the relatives. 

The certain (very insignificant, approximately 2%) share of the migrants are the 
students, having left their country for getting education more consistent with the modern 
world requirements or even with the requirements of Georgia. This group of migrants 
mainly leaves for Europe (Germany and Great Britain, and insignificant part to France) 
and the USA. Hence, the USA and the West Europe have become the main trainers of the 
qualified specialists in Georgia. Not to mentione the numerous internships, preparatory 
courses and etc, provided not only in Europe and the USA, but locally, in Georgia as well, 
the trainers of which are from these countries. 

While the number of the people leaving for Europe and America in a year is not 
so high, over the period of 12-13 years the number of the people (mainly the youth) 
having received training of more or less high quality in the system of education of the 
USA, is rather high. This fact is noteworthy especially for the reason that, as it was 
already mentioned, these are mainly the young people, and secondly right such people 
find jobs and compose the most part of the active, enabled and sufficiently influential 
strata of the population. 

 
Table 2. A components of population formation in 1990-2030 г. (thousands.): I – 

natural increase, II – external migration 
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Diagram 2 shows the role of two important components-natural growth and 

internal migration-in the formation of the population. 
As far back as before the year 1990 in formation of the population of Georgia 

natural growth was prevalent, but by the year 1995, formation of the population of 
Georgia was accounted for migration. As shown by diagram 2. internal migration  
remains the basic factor of formation of the population of Georgia at insignificant extent 
until the year 2025.  

 
Socio-demographic statistics 
 
The provided examples on poverty and migration give certain impression on the 

population of Georgia. The number of the population steadily falls starting in the year 
1991. This is shown by both the official statistics and independent investigations. The 
main reason for decreasing the population, having been reduced almost by 1,5 mln, is the 
high migration, started in the years 1991-1992. Reduction of the population is also 
explained by regional conflicts, taking place in 90s of the 20th century. Georgia is a small 
country and loss of several thousands of people, at the same time young, was rather 
sensitively reflected on its mood and sense of safety. Based on the fact that migration 
remains high, though stable over the last years, and the fertility-not high, insufficient for 
reproduction of the population, we would expect even further reduction of the number 
of population. we have to add that while in the first years following the break-up of the 
USSR, part of the migrants belonged to average age groups-35-45 yeas; changed was also 
the age, ethnic, national composition. National groups, which historically composed 
sufficiently sensitive part of the population-Greece, Russians, Hebrews-were sharply 
decreased. Regarding the Russian population, we can say that they mainly are the aged 
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people. The youth used to migrate to Russia and still continues to leave Georgia after 
finishing the school. It means that the Russian population in Georgia at present 
represents top-down pyramid. Rejuvenation does not take place and its number is 
gradually decreasing. 

Over the whole period of existence of Georgia, it underwent the continuous 
period of development. Since the year 1992 Georgia has moved to the transitional period 
of the modern interphase type of the reproduction of the population. The below provided 
data cover the years 1990-2003. 

 
 
Fertility 
 
Fertility in Georgia has already for a long time been beyond the natural limit, 

not ensuring even the simple reproduction of the population. The number of the fertility 
was almost twice decreased-over the period from 1990 to 2003 and by 2003 it did not 
exceed 50 thousand. The analysis of the aging coefficients show that since the year 1992 
fertility was reduced in all of the aging groups and especially among the people aged 25-
29. In the following years despite definite changes made in aging coefficients of fertility, 
the tendency of decreasing the fertility is still maintained, which is mainly caused by the 
reduction of marriage fertility, though increase of the marriage age also had some affect. 

Total coefficient of fertility rapidly fell down from 22-23 in the year 1990 to 16 
in the year 1993. Starting in the year 1993, it is mainly stable, but the research of the  
reproductive health of women in the years 1999 and 2005, showed the following 
reduction of fertility, especially in the years 1996-1999 and 1999-2002. 

Total coefficient of fertility: 
1996-1999-1,73 
1999-2002-1,61 
2002-2005-1,57 
 

Figure 1. Variations in the total fertility rate 
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Source: Demographic Yearbook of Georgia 2003. UNFPA.Tbilisi, 2004, p. 41. 

 
Since the year 1980, significantly was increased the fertility without registered 

marriage; if in the year 1980 it composed only 4,7%, by the year 1985, it was doubled and 
equaled 10,5% and by the year 1990-18,2%; This type of growth by 13,5% during the 
period of one decade was made even faster in the 90s. By the year 2003 the fertility 
composed 44,6% which is far higher than in other countries.  

 
Figure 2. Extra marital births as a percent of all births, 1990-2003 (according to DS) 
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Source: Demographic Yearbook of Georgia 2003. UNFPA.Tbilisi, 2004, p. 47. 
Death Rate 
 
According to the evaluation data, based on the actual population, in the 

calculation of the common coefficient of the death rate, the indicator of the mortality is 
higher, than provided in the materials of the Department of Statistics. The common level 
of mortality (calculated per 1000 people) in Georgia is characterized by the growth 
tendency since the year 1990, which is linked with changes in the ageing structure of the 
population, and namely, with demographic ageing. Peak of mortality was observed in the 
year 1993, resulted from the war in Abkhazia. 

 
Table 3. Death rates in 1990 – 2003 years. 
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DS 9.3 9.6 10.2 11.2 10.4 10.4 10.4 10.5 10.5 10.6 10.7 10.5 10.7 10.6 
Estimate 9.4 9.9 10.6 11.8 11.1 11.3 11.5 11.8 12.0 12.1 12.3 12.0 12.1 12.3 
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Source: Demographic Yearbook of Georgia 2003. UNFPA. Tbilisi, 2004, p. 39. 

 
The ageing coefficient of mortality was decreased in the year 2000 for the 

population of the age of less than 60 as compared to the year 1990 both for men and the 
women, especially in the ageing group from 1 to 25 years of age. Growth of intensity of 
mortality was observed especially in the elderly ageing groups. 

In the year 1990 in parallel with the reduction of fertility and the growth of 
mortality, significantly was decreased the natural growth. In the years 2002-2003 natural 
growth in Georgia was practically equal to zero. In the year 2003 according to the data of 
the Statistics Department the natural growth composed 149 persons in all, and for 1000 
people, it does not exceed 0,1.  

 
Table 6. Natural increase (number and coefficient) in 1990-2003 years (SDG)  
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Source: Demographic Yearbook of Georgia 2003. UNFPA. Tbilisi, 2004, p. 39. 

 
Reduction of the total coefficient of fertility has naturally resulted in decrease of 

net reproduction of the population, which was changed the same way as the total 
coefficient of fertility. Since the year 1992 the reduced regime of reproduction has been 
established and maintained till present: the meaning of the coefficient of net 
reproduction of the population shows that only 62% (according to the data provided by 
the Statistics Department) and 78% (according to evaluation data) the generation of 
mothers will be renovated by the generation of their daughters. 

 
Table 7. Net variation, coefficient of population reproduction in 1990 – 2003 years. 
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Source: Demographic Yearbook of Georgia 2003. UNFPA. Tbilisi, 2004, p. 41. 
 

Reduction of fertility, increase of mortality, decrease of natural growth and 
increase of intensity of internal migration affected both the number of the population 
and the formation of its ageing structure. 
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Table 8. De facto and  De jure population of georgia in 1990 – 2005 years. 
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De jure 5424.45453.35467.45345.84929.94794.24674.54558.44504.94469.84435.24401.44371.54342.64315.24290.0

De facto 5178.05206.05216.05078.04625.04475.04342.04212.74152.04112.24072.74034.44001.03965.83930.93896.0

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005*

  
Source: Demographic Yearbook of Georgia 2003. UNFPA. Tbilisi, 2004, p. 17. 

  De jure population according to the DS data 
  De facto population according to the Estimate data 
  * According to the in-advance data (on the basis of both sources) 

 
 It is remarkable that following the enumeration of the population in the year 

2002 the Statistics Department in its reports is based on only one category of the 
population and namely, on the permanent population. In the period between the 
enumerations of the population (1990-2001) the number of the population was calculated 
also by taking into account only the category of permanent population. At the same time 
the evaluation data, proceeding from the methodology, recognize only the actual 
population. Thus, the data of the Statistics Department and the evaluation data 
complement each other. 

In the years 1990-1992 the population of Georgia, both the permanent and the 
actual, is insignificant, though it was growing. Since the year 1993 the number of the 
population of Georgia started to decrease (see the diagram 8). In parallel with this, the 
tendency of reduction of the population of Georgia acquired permanent character. In the 
period between the enumerations the permanent population of Georgia (not to consider 
the regions of Abkhazia and Tskhinvali) was reduced by 1029.3 thousands. 

The coefficient of growth of population gives the impression of changes having 
taken place in the actual population of Georgia. (see the diagramme 9). In this diagramme 
shown are several phases-reduction in 1990-1991, which was followed by historical 
collapse (which reached its peak during the war in Abkhazia) and afterwards, since the 
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year 1998, comparatively low rate, but stable reduction was continued, causing the 
reduction of the population of Georgia by 1% daily. 

 
Table 9. Coefficient of De facto population increase (%) 
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Until the year 1992, the natural growth remained to be dominant, but later the 

internal migration became a decisive factor. For certain years it used to be very high and 
the natural growth equaled zero. 

The two factors-reduction of fertility and internal migration of the population of 
the labour age-have significantly changed the ageing structure of the population for 
relatively short period of time. Fast reduction of the fertility, identified on a daily basis, 
exercised much more significant influence on the ageing structure, than on common 
changes in the mortality, as far as they are distributed in different ageing groups. For this 
reason, the ageing groups of the age 0-15 and over 15 were decreased faster, than the 
other ageing groups, though the average ageing group (mostly the men) suffered 
significant losses as a result of high migration. Increase of the share of the population of 
the age of 65 and more appeared to be the result of these two changes. 

 
 

Table 11. Age structure of population (%), 1990-2004 
 



 39 

 
De jure                                                       De facto       

0
5

10
15
20
25

19
90

19
95

20
00

20
04

19
90

19
95

20
00

20
04

%

-15 65+
 

 
Owing to the aforementioned, demographic ageing is taking place in Georgia. At 

present the ageing structure of the population of Georgia can be called fixed, but it starts 
to move to the regressive type. 

Principally similar events, though with lower intensity, were quite probable for 
Georgia. As it is known, in terms of demographic processes, Georgia belongs to the 
European countries, which are characterized by the reduction of fertility and the high 
level of demographic ageing. The high intensity of the mentioned processes was fostered 
by cataclysms of the last decades, negative social and economic changes. To the 
mentioned two factors the decline of the reproductive activity is to be added, regarding 
the circumstance that if in the year 1987 the number of the parturient women was up to 
100 thousands, at present this indicator does not exceed 50 thousands and the exact 
number of the registered artificial abortions was decreased from 80 thousands down to 13 
thousands, which is accounted for the introduction of modern methods of contraception. 

 
Education 
 
In the soviet times Georgia used to be the Republic with the highest level of 

education, which was reflected in not only the largest number of the students and the 
people with high education, but also in the level of education. After the break-up of the 
USSR not only the economic links were broken off, but also was destroyed the whole 
social field, including the system of education-it appeared to be isolated and despite the 
fact that all of the Institutes of Higher Education were maintained, like the whole 
network of the secondary education institutions, out of touch of the national-economic 
requirements, they had lost their own basic function to form the professionals needed for 
the country. Unemployment was spread not only among the workers, the factories of 
which had been closed, but also among the youth, who could not find the job of their 
profession after graduating from the professional colleges and the Institutes of Higher 
Education.  
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Discussing the issue of changes having taken place in the education, they as a 
whole are consistent with the basic stages the political and the economic field had 
undergone. If in the beginning of the 90s of the 20th century all of the fields of the social 
and economic structures were destroyed, by the end of the year 1992, considerable 
number of private schools, kindergardens, and especially the high education institutions-
universities and institutes were opened in Georgia. Especially many of the high education 
institutions prepared the specialists of economy, law and foreign languages and 
specifically, of the English language. Most of them were closed after several years and the 
others function till today; e.g. Institute of Asia and Africa at the Institute of Oriental 
Studies, or the Institute of Psychology at the Institute of Psychology. 

In the mid 90s especially popular were such specializations, as psychology, 
specifically psychoanalysis, sociology, journalism, not to mention the already noted ones-
economy, law and foreign languages. By the beginning of the 21st century the interest to 
sociology was reduced. The competition at the faculty of psychology was also decreased. 
In parallel with this, observed was also total decline of interest to such sciences, as 
mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology. It is to be noted here as well that in the 80s, 
namely biology and medicine were the mostly demanded specializations. 

Though certain changes were made in the high education institutions, cardinal 
reform of education has been and still continues to be carried out till present following 
the Revolution of Roses and accession of Georgia to the Bologna Process. Universal 
National Examinations are being held, the applicants are given the opportunity to select 7 
preferred specializations in any of the high education institutions in the country, 
cathedras and faculties are abolished, specializations are united into several departments, 
in which the former faculties were transformed into directions. For example, the 
Department for Social Sciences at Tbilisi State University cover such specializations and 
directions, as: psychology, sociology, journalism, political science, geography. All of the 
natural sciences were united under the Department for Natural Sciences. 

As to the secondary education, the final state exams were abolished and the 
duration of the secondary education has become 12 years and the tendency still continues 
to exist. 

Many criticize the reform, and they discuss the drawbacks of the reform of both 
the secondary and high education. All of the stated complaints, such as the deterioration 
of the level of education, weak foundation of the disciplines of education, number of 
students, increase of the share of the paid education and etc. are totally just. Though we 
have to recognize that the introduction of the universal test examinations resulted in 
significant scale down of corruption and more capable and prepared youth having 
received opportunity to study at high education institutions. Changed was also the 
criteria for recruitment of teachers and professors, as a result of which many of the old 
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pedagogues and professors lost their jobs. The pension system was introduced for them. 
The professor not having passed the competition, can retire on a 5 year pension, giving 
him/her the opportunity to receive at least some allowance, though much lower than the 
subsistence wage. 

The scientific workers of the scientific academic institutions received the same 
pension benefit. It is noteworthy herewith that the scientific academic institutes were 
removed from the Academy of Sciences and included in the Ministry of Education and 
Science, and they have become the independent legal entities. In the academic institutes 
competitions were held, giving way to significant reduction of the number of the 
scientific workers. 

Abolished was also the degree of Candidate of Sciences. The candidates of 
Sciences received the degree of PHD, but the gradation between the candidates and the 
PHD is still maintained; e.g. under pension benefit-pension allowance of the PHD is 
higher than the one for the Candidate. 

The academic institutes were deprived of the right to prepare the doctoral 
students without special agreement with the respective Departments of the Universities. 

Natural cardinal changes were made in the field of criteria of student evaluation; 
the system of credits was introduced. 

Partial loss of autonomy of the high education institutions is also to be noted. At 
the start of the reform of high education, some of the high education institutes did not 
get accreditation and in the other universities the rectors were appointed by the 
Ministry. 

After reformation of universities, the rectors were elected, but actually new 
composition of professors, selected by the appointed rector, though as a result of the 
competition, as usual appeared to be loyal to Rector, as a result of which the protégés of 
the Ministry came to the leadership of universities. 

The number of the “free” students was decreased, the share of the paid education 
is significant. 

As to the secondary education, though the total number of the pupils has 
decreased, it is at considerable extent linked with the decrease of the number of 
population. The number of non-Georgian schools was also reduced, resulted from 
decrease of the number of the pupils. Even the non-Georgian population let their 
children enter the Georgian schools. It is accounted for not only the big choice after 
finishing the school but also for the level of teaching having been reduced at the Russian 
schools, as far as most part of the pedagogues have migrated. 

And finally, the number of the people with different levels of education has 
decreased over the years under research. It is due to both the social level and migration 
and scale-down of prestigiousness of the “Classic” education. Education does not promote 
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employment, job placement and improvement of standard of life. The youth mainly tries 
to receive education abroad, especially the part, which chooses the scientific activity for 
the future. 

 
 
 
 

Public Health And Social Protection 
 

PUBLIC HEALTH 
 

In connection with sickness rate and general picture of diseases should be noted, 
that number of patients is recorded only since 1998. 

Comparing the data of 1998 with data of 2004, became clear, that number of 
patients with first diagnosis of cardiovascular sicknesses importantly increases. The same 
could be mentioned regarding cancer diseases. At the same time, there is no evident trend, 
because growth is not regular and each leap up, as a rule, is connected with particular shock 
event (war, revolution). 

 
3.3. cardiovascular deceases  
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In regard to the population morbidity with all forms of active tuberculosis, the spike 

of activity was mentioned in 1998, then the number of patients is reducing. 
 

3.4. Cases of active tuberculesis of all forms 



 43 

8388

6583
5941 5707

6346 6208 6209

4000
4500
5000
5500
6000
6500
7000
7500
8000
8500
9000
9500
10000

1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

 
 
Declination of rate connects with activities of the Ministry of Health and Social 

Protection.  
Presently, tuberculosis does not present important problem for Georgia, because the 

number of patients does not cause alarm and, secondly, safety measures have been improved. 
Any citizen may be examined for free. Besides, the quality of cure, conditions in hospitals 
became better and access to medicines – easier.  

Comparison by different diseases by years is difficult, because of their different 
classification. During the last years, registration of diseases changed thrice. In 1998 
registration was carrying out by so-called eighth classification system, in 2000 Georgia 
switched over ninth system and in 2002 – to the tenth one.  

Regarding public health should be mentioned, that the Ministry of Health and 
Social Protection after the Rose Revolution is carrying out the reform in health system. 
Control on medicines became stronger; many hospitals are repaired and equipped with 
modern facilities. Since 2005 some of hospitals became privets.  Therapy is paid, but in case 
of crisis situation – free.  

Free emergency is working. 
 
SOCIAL PROTECTION 
 
Important measures have been accepted in sphere of social protection. According to 

official data, expenses for social protection are growing every year, particularly; 
comparatively with 1998 they have grown fourfold. The same can be told regarding pensions 
and benefits.  

The special program of social protection of the population has been developed in 
2006. In 2006 from the state budget has been allocated above 38 million gel, in 2007 the sum 
achieved 92,8 million gel.   

Also is provided the social program, which foresees protection in the spheres of 
social rehabilitation of children without family guardianship, social integration, the program 
of provision with subsidiary funds, etc.  

All expenses have been growth after the Rose Revolution, especially – for pensions, 
however, the volume of average pension is too small not only for worthy living standard, but 
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even for feeding. Though, should be mentioned that promises of the authorities were partially 
executed 

The state debts per pensions and frozen salaries had been paid. And all these is 
happening on the background of sharp growth of the budget due to improvement of tax 
collection and variety of different incomes, for example, selling of many state properties and 
buildings. 

Since September, 2006 by initiative of the President the program of professional 
retraining has been introduced. The Program was expected for 3 months. During 2007 the 
same Program foresees activation of 50 thousand persons. The citizens had special trainings 
in private companies and got approximately per 80USD per month. Group boards were 
established in ten towns in Georgia.  

In spite of poverty and high unemployment, a great animation of the population and 
establishment of a new brand-name stores, supermarkets and cars are presented.  

During the survey, most of respondents marked, that they estimate their material 
welfare as very poor. The same situation has been created with employment. Huge part of the 
population, estimating the social status, names themselves among unemployed.  

Thereby, after the Rose Revolution, had been increased a number of persons, who 
estimate their material welfare as improved comparably with 2003 (12%)  (Research of IRI). 
Higher is percent of persons, who hope for improvement in the future and the nearest future. 
At the same time, comparably with data by months and the last years, decrease of a great 
optimism is presented.  

Accordingly with official data of the State Department of Statistics, high level of 
unemployment and poverty is fixed. At the same time, 60% of the population has a cell 
phone and part of them is growing.  

 
7.1.3. Number of cell telephone numbers per thousand  
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In spite of the fact, that 1 minute of connection by cell phone is enough expensive 

(approximately, 16 cents), the price of a phone, as a result of a business competition, is 
comparably low; consequently, the cell phone is accessible.  

Regarding the presence in personal property of the long live goods - cars, washing 
machines, microwaves and so on, their quantity stays at the same level, as in 1992. Some 
exception represents growing quantity of TV sets and video recorders.  
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11.1.1. TV, 11.1.2. Video, 11.1.4. Washing mashines 11.1.5. mocrowavers 
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11.1.3. Freesers,  11.1.7. cars 11.1.8. recorders 
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All mentioned above reflects general, average situation; in reality the situation in 
the capital and the regions is different. Most of named goods are placed in the capital and big 
towns. 

Characterizing the material welfare in Georgia, would not enough to be limited by 
definition of “poverty”, all the more that not so far, 15 years ago living conditions in Georgia 
were the highest among republics of former Soviet Union. The rate of metric area per head is 
still high. The level of the city fund of beautification during 1991-92 has been changed. Have 
been disappeared central heating, gas supply, hot water supply. Step by step is rehabilitated 
the gas supply, but it still does not achieve the level of 1985. Regarding heating and hot 
water supply, these “improvements” stay individual and not every family is able to provide 
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themselves with heating and hot water; though, quantity of these families in 2004 is grown 
comparably with 1994. 

Completing the picture, we have to add, that comparatively improved the situation 
with cleaning of yards and streets and removing of west, due to establishment of special 
service with stabilized salary.                .            

 
CRIMINAL SITUATION 
 
Finally - regarding a violent death, suicide and accidents. In spite of a fact, that as 

well as many other factors, these data is fixed since 1998, fragmentary data not always is 
official and is gathering also by some different years. Basically, this is individual research 
and, partially, information of the Ministry of Internal Affairs. As a result of all well-known 
data, the situation can be characterized as following: 

During the “hardest” period of civil war and conflict in Abkhazia and also the 
following years, naturally, a number of cases by reasons of suicide, murders, and robberies 
was too high, but relatively low was a percentage of deaths from accidents and poisoning. 
Quantity of deaths by the reason of accidents grew in 1998 but a number of murders and 
suicide decreased. The last indicator had grown up again in 2003, but then decreased a 
number of deaths by the reason of accidents and poisoning. Presently, the situation changed 
again: a number of the cases of suicide and murder decreased, but quantity of deaths by the 
reason of accidents grows again.  

The situation with murders and suicide may be explained by crisis situations and 
shock events, provoking disorderly behavior, increase disorders, stresses, etc. These factors 
have an influence on quantity of suicides; chaos and disorders also have an effect on 
activation of crime groups. Parallel feedback in sphere of deaths by the reason of accidents is 
difficult to analyse. And small marginal note: since1997-98 gasification starts and part of 
citizens used to exploit hand made gas-fired heaters, which became a reason of accidents.  

 
14. Number of suicide deaths, 20+ л. 
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15.1. Number of death, caused by external reasons 
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ATTITUDE OF MIND OF THE CITIZENS OF GEORGIA 
 
Estimating the population of Georgia by the index of happiness, satisfaction, 

optimism and confidence, is necessary to say the following:  
Surveys regarding basic values have shown, that the basic value for 52,0% of 

respondents (have been examined 2000 respondents) in 2002 was “material welfare” – 
salary, income, nice apartment, car, etc. (The Institute of Political Studies). But also high is a 
percent of respondents (38%), who have choused material and spiritual values as well. The 
similar research in 2006 has shown decreasing of a part of respondents with material values 
and increasing of part of spiritual values. Seems to be the regular a feeling of a most part of 
the population - they feel happiness on the background of unfavorable social situation and 
low level of welfare. 

Is interesting, that most of respondents have choused from the list of material values 
a family relationship and place of abode, but they are dissatisfied with family 

income.  
As concerns to the object of pride, the most part of respondents named their country 

in 2001, as well as in 2003 and 2006.  
In researches of the Institute of Political Studies, in 2002 77,3 % of respondents 

were proud of citizenship of Georgia, in 2003 – 78,4% and only 70,8% - in 2006. 
Have decreased a number of persons, who claims, that are controlling their lives by 

themselves. 68,9% of respondents in 2002 believed, that achievements mostly depend on 
himself. During 2003 the part of those ones have increased up to 78,6% and decreased to 
56,5% IN 2006. 
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unsatisfied 
1 Work/S

tudy 
16,

7 
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6,3 
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income 
5,8 75,2 1

8,9 
3 Own 

health 
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5,6 
4 Family 
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75,
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7,0 1
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House/
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7 Situatio
n in the country 
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7,6 

8 Life in 
whole 

20,
2 

44,6 3
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SATISFACTION FOR DIFFERENT ASPECTS OF LIFE 
 
The respondents are characterized by dissatisfaction with their achievements. 49% 

does not think, that has found the place in life, though, the percentage of persons, who are 
satisfied, is enough high – 33%. (Data of 2003, the Institute of Political Studies). 

Satisfaction for life is closely connected with justice and commitment. Only one 
third of respondents (32,4%) consider, that is possible to achieve success threw fair work. 
55,1% do not agree and for12,5%  is difficult to give an answer.  

On the other hand, most part of the respondents (75%), answering the question – 
whom they may to rely on, named themselves in 2001 (Copernicus), as well as in following 
researches (Center for public Studies, 2004).       

All researches, starting from 2001, show, that among social and public institutions 
the most confidence have a church (accordingly with IRI - 88,7%), army and Mass Media 
follow. Comparing data by the years and even – by months, indicator changes, institutions 
also are changing; they take the second and following places, but church stays at the first 
place with high percent of confidence.  

Army became trustworthy only after the Rose Revolution, though confidence to it 
also was growing by the previous years. Regarding Mass Media – trust to them decreased 
during the Rose Revolution and during one following year, but started to grow again.  

Other researches, particularly, researches of the I. Chavchavadze State University, 
also are confirming the leadership of church in the list of trustworthy institutions, but the 
percent here is importantly lower (54,1). But in case if opinion of people – 21% - 
considering, that confidence to church is high (though not very high), would be added, we 
will receive 75,1% of persons, trusting to church.  

Accordingly with the same research 93,3% of respondents consider, that belong to 
some of religious direction and 81,2% consider themselves as religious person. Should be 
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mentioned that researches, developed by the different social groups during the last years, also 
show high belonging to religion; though, not such high. Herewith majority (40,9%) visits a 
church only during especial religious holidays and only 5,9% visits a church more, then once 
in a week; majority (34,2%) watch (or listen) religious pr trustworthy on the average once a 
year and 24% - never. Almost the same data has been collected regarding religious literature. 

Produced data show, that in spite of claiming to believers, there are very few 
orthodox persons in Georgia and the church partially fill the places, should be filled by strong 
political and other public institutions. 

Specified data do not show a part of the followers of different religions but, 
accordingly with researches of the Tbilisi State University, part of followers of different 
religions is allocated in proportion to nationalities. The basic religions are:  

Orthodox (=93%) 
Gregorian (=0,7%) 
Muslims (=0,7%) 
Catholic (=0,2%) 
 
There are no religious conflicts in Georgia. All existing religious directions coexist 

in peace; though, time to time happens sharpening of religious feelings, mainly religious 
attitudes to all religious directions are characterized as moderate. Data above equally refer to 
all religions in Georgia.  

If during the soviet period the social stratification of Georgia was almost the same 
as in other soviet republics, after collapse of the SU situation in Georgia have been sharply 
and rapidly changed. Not in the last resort it had influence to social allocation of the citizens. 
Accordingly with destruction of economical connections and collapse of economy 
nationality’s structure of the population also have been changed – many Greeks, Russians 
have been emigrated, without saying on Georgians (see above). The population grew poor 
not only by the reason of economy, but also because of changing of the political system, 
priorities, which needs another education and competence. Many NGOs have been 
established in Georgia since the 90th. Just NGO and Mass Media staff have created the 
definite striation, and occupied noticeable places among the political circles. At present 
representatives of NGO, Mass Media, international organizations, foreign firms and funds 
form most important part of middle and even elite levels. The definite part is formed from 
representatives of old, as well as new artistic elite and also “top” layer of a new 
professorship. Separate and the most important layer is presented by political elite. Scientists, 
cut by minimum, middle class professors, trivial officials of different state departments also 
be added to one of the lower groups of the “middle class”.  

Quite manifold group is formed by physicians and school teachers, who also could 
be compared with university lecturers and officials by their social status. 

And a huge part of the population, whose income is temporary and casual gaining. 
Mainly, these are, but not only, car trading and driving.  

Especial part is presented by businessmen and owners of large supermarkets, 
restaurants, banks, etc and “new Georgians”. Accordingly with presented rate of rich people, 
there are more then ten billionaires and more then hundred millionaires in Georgia. In spite 
of listed groups, belonging to so-called “middle class”, in terms of numbers this class is 
unimportant. There is only political and oligarchic aristocracy, who coincide to a large 
degree, and multiple mass of indigents.  
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Finally, should be mentioned especial characteristic sign of the population in 
Georgia – trust to a better future, hope, that tomorrow would be better, then today and 
yesterday. Such optimism partially explains many mistakes but, on the other hand, inspires a 
hope of future. 

 
Chapter 3 
 
POLITICAL TRANSFORMATION OF GEORGIA    
 
Initiated in 1995 by Mikhail Gorbachov perestroika “has reached” Georgia with 

some delay. As opposed to the center and Baltic republics, it had not found fertile ground 
within the authorities of Georgian SSR. Party leadership of the republic treated the changes 
coldly and with distrust, accordingly Mass Media and official public organizations (creative 
unions, leadership of academic institutes, institutes of higher education, etc) kept passive, 
expectant position. At the same time, “perestroika” discourse started to form in the society. 
However, informal groups, created around several dissidents, step by step took the central 
place within the discourse. Rhetoric of these groups and declared goals went beyond the 
scope of perestroika’s discourse and were oriented to rejection of existing soviet political 
system and freedom from it by the way of reaching independence. Priority value of this 
discourse was national independence of Georgia. 

Possibility of evolutional development of the situation was practically undercut by 
confrontation of official (reactionary) and informal (radical) discourses. Radical opposition 
was receiving more and more support of society. This confrontation has been resolved by 
culmination – forced action of April 9, 1989, after what the radical discourse and informal 
groups took the dominant position in the society.  

First essential changes of political system in Georgia happened exactly under 
pressure of these groups – the system of elections in Supreme Council of Georgia was 
changed. 250 deputies should be elected by mixed proportional- majoritarian system: 125 – 
by united national party lists and 125 – by majoritarian single-seat electoral districts. 
Elections, conducted in October, 1990, by this system, determined the leadership of 
communists in Georgia. Majority in supreme Council got the block Round Table – Free 
Georgia under the leadership of Zviad Gamsakhurdia. During this elections has been 
defeated not only COM party, but more temperate and evolutionary tailored perestroika 
forces.  

After elections of 1990 governance went over the supreme council of Georgian SSR 
(actually, have been formed the parliamentary system), in May, 1991 nationwide has been 
selected the president of Georgia and political system became presidential. Before, in April, 
9, 1991, independence has been stated on the basic of national referendum, conducted in 
March, 31. Thereby, until formal collapse of the USSR in December, 1991, the situation with 
independence stayed equivocal. 

Shortly after elections of 1990 became apparent, that one of the main challenges to 
independence of Georgia is territorial integrity. The relationship between Tbilisi, Abkhazian 
autonomy republic and Ossetian autonomy region has been extremely worsened. The status 
of a last one has been abolished in December, 1990, whereupon hostilities have been started 
in the territory of South Ossetia and continued more or less intensively before summer of 
1992. Temporary compromise has been found with Abkhazia, which consisted in quoted 
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system of elections and Supreme council of Abkhazia has been elected by this system 
(accordingly with the system, 28 places went to Abkhazians, composing 18% of the 
population and 26 places – the rest population of AR).  

Changeover to presidential governing and concentration of levers of formal and 
informal authorities in hand of a president sharply decreased influence of a group of political 
leaders, previously participated in making of decisions. Changing of existing state of power 
caused  

a tensions within team-mates of Gamsakhurdia. Prime-minister Sigua resigned, 
several heads of the parliamentary committees went over to opposition, and leadership of 
newly established National Guard started to reveal independence. Final political crisis has 
been formed in the end of august, when president Gamsakhurdia dissolved the National 
Guard on the pretext of subordination to decision of GKCP. The Guard answered with 
insubordination. Actions of opposition, society, students and journalists had started on this 
background. All these flew out in military collisions in the center of Tbilisi in the end of 
December, 1991. On January, 6, 1992 Gamsakhurdia had left Georgia, and governance 
switched over to the Military council.  

In February, 1992 the State council from representatives of all political parties 
(except supporters of Zviad Gamsakhurdia) had been established by the Military council, and 
temporary government. The presidium of the State council composed of Shevardnadze (head 
of the State council), Sigua, Kitovani and Ioseliani took governance upon itself. That system 
of governance persisted up to elections of a new Parliament in October, 1992. 

During 1992-1995  there have been established original system of governance in 
Georgia: the leader of the state was nationwide elected head of the parliament, consisting 
some functions of leadership by executive authorities. At the same time, the cabinet of 
ministers had been established, which approved the parliament by the submission of head of 
the state. Parliamentary elections also had held by a new system – from 235 of members of 
the Parliament 85 were elected in single-seat majoritarian districts (regions) and 150 
proportional places – by party lists in multiseat districts (regions). The members of the 
parliament became practically all functioning political parties, excepting some parties, 
supporting Gamsakhurdia.  

Hostilities in South Ossetia had been stopped as far back as in summer, 1992, but 
Tbilisi had loosed control on this territory. In the middle of August, 1992 military collisions 
have started in Abkhazia, continued more then 1 year and ended by fall of Sukhumi in 
September, 27, 1993.  

Since these territories de-facto are not under control of Tbilisi, though, affiliate 
within officially recognized borders of Georgia accordingly with international rules. As a 
result of these wars more, then 250 thousand persons became the refuges. Part of them left 
the country, another part settled in the territory of Georgia.  

The Constitution has been accepted and, accordingly, the parliamentary and 
presidential elections had held in 1995. The presidential governance has been formed by the 
Constitution and head of the state at the same time is also the head of a government. The 
Parliament, at the same time, was protected from executive authorities, because President did 
not have a right to disband it. That organization of governance gave a right to parliament to 
opposite executive authorities but did not provide for constitutional mechanisms of resolution 
of crisis of power and this factor had a negative influence during the Rose revolution.  
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On the basic of formal principles, established by this Constitution, the political 
regime, composed from democratic, and authoritarian components as well, has been formed 
in 1995-2003. On the one hand, civil rights and political freedoms had been realized well 
enough. But acceptance of of political decisions was completely concentrated in hands of the 
President and his party – the Union of Citizens of Georgia, which presented parliamentarian 
majority. The system provides possibility of real political control by the power of economical 
resources, existence of general limits of market economy and, accordingly, using of 
economical and administrative resources for political goals. 

Disparity of formal and informal institutions, low effectiveness of governance, 
strengthen of corruption gradually have leaded to weakening of the state, which, in turn, 
established crisis phenomenon in functioning of a political regime. In the first place, it was 
expressed not in strengthening of influence of other political parties, but in dissidence and 
opposition within the leading party. Opposition between Shevardnadze and his young ex-
team-mates brought to the Rose revolution in 2003.  

Particular place in the regime of Shevardnadze had Ajarian autonomy republic with 
authoritarian leader Aslan Abashidze. On the strength of existing external and internal 
circumstances Abashidze was able to provide the conditions, when definite spheres of 
economical life and political processes of autonomy were not under control of the central 
authorities. Also should be noted, that the level of democracy rights and freedoms in the 
region was importantly lower, then in other regions of Georgia. 

Shevardnadze resigned under pressure of massive actions and charges in violence of 
democratic procedures during the parliamentary elections of 2003. In 2003, secondly by this 
time in post-soviet Georgia, power had been changed by unconstitutional way. Government, 
came to the power by the revolution, has started to change the political system. Important 
changes in the Constitution, concluded in strengthening of the President in contrast to 
Parliament, have been originated in February, 2004. New leadership with aim of effective 
governance undertakes efforts for strengthening of the state, but this is accompanied by 
concentration and centralization of power in the President’s hands. Signs of masterfulness, 
party-state has been strengthening. Fight for effectiveness of power and against corruption, at 
the same time, violated supremacy of low, still non-formed independence of courts and 
brought to limitation of the media freedom. The vertical of power is strengthening – 
accordingly with regime of Abashidze had been practically abolished autonomy of Ajaria  
and the reform of the local government, directed to extension of a self-government units, in 
reality, have strengthened submission of local government to the central leadership. 

 
 
TRANSFORMATION OF SOCIAL ATTITUDES 
 
1. Attitude to Democracy 
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How democracy is developing?
Are you satisfied, or dissatisfied with how democracy is developing in Georgia?
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All data, outlined in the diagram, answers to the same question, surveys have been 

conducted in the whole territory of Georgia, and so, dynamics of changes is reflected quite 
sufficiently. 

Apparently, the Rose revolution in this diagram corresponds to sharp chap of the 
society attitudes. Sharp dissatisfaction with development of democracy, dominating before 
the revolution, had been changed with universal conviction that now everything is going by 
the right way. Apparently, “democracy”, as well as “policy” in the next diagram, are 
perceived not as abstract definitions, but are tied with existing authorities. Positive or 
negative valuation of perspectives of the democracy development reflects trust, or distrust to 
existing regime, at that, this trust or distrust is weekly tied with quality of elections, as a main 
institute of democracy. Comparison of data of 200 and 2003 is pointing to it. During 2000 the 
opinion that elections are falsified or might be falsified as yet was not be dominated in Mass 
Media, as it was in 2003. Though, the Shevardnadze’s regime already was very unpopular on 
the strength of its ineffectiveness. Accordingly, low rate of respondents, satisfied by the 
development of democracy in 2000 points to low popularity of the regime. 

After the Rose revolution the authorities’ rates are decreasing, criticism in Mass 
Media – increasing and accordingly, certainty that democracy is developing by the right way, 
decreasing.  

 
2. Interest in politics 
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Comments: there is no way to compare data before 1990 (WVS-1996, USIA-1998, 

1999) with data after 2003-3 low, high, middle. Apparently, that the second method of 
questioning is more suitable for definition of real dynamics of changes. 

Evidently from the data from 2003, interest to policy should highly correlate with 
trust to political elites and political institutions. In the period before the Rose revolution, in 
2003, interest to policy is very low, which points not to weakness of  political component in 
public life (contrariwise, in the post-revolution period policy dominates in public discourse) 
but to disbelief that policy may bring positive results. After the revolution situation has been 
sharply changed, interest to policy sharply increasing and then is gradually decreasing 
accordingly with decreasing of the authorities’ rate. Disappointment of the population is 
growing enough quickly, but still is hardly achieving the pre-revolution marks. 
 

3. Trust in institutions 
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Rates of the institutions, which have been followed during number of years, so, is 

possible to retrace them in dynamic (there is also a variety of several another institutions, and 
trust to these ones have been measured one-time; also are not given the rates of the 
government by the reason of incomparability of these data - political system in 2004 has been 
changed). In spite of the fact, that rates of organized labor were followed regularly, because 
of practically full incapacity of organized labor till the last time, their rate can not be taken in 
consideration as valid, because fewer than 45% of respondents answered “difficult to 
answer”. Also is difficult to discuss about rates of a courts (there were some questions on a 
court system), because the percent of answers “difficult to say” for them also is high, and 
may be concluded, that opinion still is not formed.           

What kind of factors farther the forming of rates? The higher rate has a church and 
it stably grows practically up to 100%.  
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Church in Georgia is outside political intrigues (extensible ones) and does not 
undergo (almost) the public attacks. Behind it are believers and better doing not touch them. 
In situation of instability a church is seen as bulwark of society against political scrapes.  

Mass Media is second institution by the point of view of steadiness. Comparably 
low rate in 1999 afterwards steadily rising and are comparable with the church rates. In spite 
of fact, that Mass Media in Georgia are not free, are politically loaded and increasing of their 
rate is happening accordingly with decreasing of their independence. Besides, dissatisfaction 
and criticism of Media is usual event, Media enjoy confidence, maybe, because of direct 
contact with society and consecutively opposition position. Significantly, that as soon as any 
Mass Media turns the authorities coat or stops to criticize them, they looses the rate and 
becomes unpopular. So, trust factor to Mass Media is not their neutrality but their opposition.  

Rate of a presidential institution always is higher, then rate of another state 
institutions, even if the President is unpopular. But decreasing of the President’s rate (f. e., 
after the Rose revolution) has influence to trust of his post. 

The army is making sharp rebound in 2004; which, apparently, is tied with Army 
reform under aegis of NATO. Week and poor in the time of Shevardnadze, after the 
revolution Army looks more professional and is tied with hope in future, even not regarding 
using of force, but as one of important factor of development. 

Similarly to the Army, the educational system sharply increases its rate accordingly 
with activation of reforms in this sphere. Should be mentioned that this reforms are criticized 
in Media but many achievements are not in question, which, accordingly with fact of 
reprocessing, is a basic for increasing of rate. The rate of the police has also been increased 
because of reforms, but its decrease is expected by the reason of coverage in Media unsightly 
aspects of its activities. 

The Parliament, where the party of Saakashvili presents absolute majority, is 
loosing trust after the revolution, which is connected with decrease of popularity of the 
regime in whole. Political parties, always unpopular, during this period logically are 
increasing their rates. It is connected not only with decreasing of Saakashvili’s rate, but also 
with fact, that the last time parties demonstrate their functionality for the political system.  

 
 

 
POLITICAL CLIMAT – DYNAMICS OF THE SOCIETY’S POLITICAL 

STRUCTURE 
 
Quantity and quality of political parties and unifications 
 
First informal political parties had been created before independence of Georgia. 

Most of them have been created around the dissident leaders: these leaders played important 
role in the political processes of the end of 80th – beginning of 90th; form, essence and style 
of functioning of there parties definitely supported to formation of the rules of political 
activity in early stage of post-soviet Georgia before 1995. With presence of narrow circle of 
member – leaders of party they had big mobilization potential, expressing protest attitudes of 
the society and serving more as public unions, not as an authors of current policy. Though, 
policy was “opened’ for the participation, society massively participated in policy though 
was not taking political decisions. Regarding traditional – Communist party – it has been 
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forbidden in 1991 and on its basic has not been created any important political force. 
Remains of the communists mostly were marginalized during these and next years. 

With leaving of the Communist party, though, remained significant tradition of 
functioning of the system as the party-state. Newly established informal (ideologically, 
contra-communist) party groups institutionally reconstructed the main patterns of party 
political governance. Institutionalization and a style of functioning of new parties correlated 
with past according experience and brought to forming of post-soviet phenomenon of “party 
of power”. Just like this took the main place in the political life of Georgia. Those parties 
were governing Georgia by all regimes and had been disintegrate immediately after finishing 
of their governing.  

The block “Round table”, won in the elections 1990, became party of power, in 
essence had disintegrated and left the policy together with Gamsakhurdia. Party, created by 
Shevardnadze – “Union of citizens of Georgia” came to power in 1995. This party has been 
oriented to implement managerial function, functions of the ‘Party of power”. Though, power 
and party was not fully connected, during the regime of Shevardnadze UCG was only one of 
institutions, providing facilities of the President to control the Parliament, install more or less 
close relations with public groups and main mechanism of conducting and winning the 
elections. 

UCG  had been disintegrate with weakening of the regime, still before 
Shevardnadze’s leaving from the policy and gave a birth to several new unions; part of them 
came to power in 2003. New party of power – “National movement”, leading Saakashvili, 
established more solid control on state structures then it was at Shevardnadze. Saakashvili 
strengthened formal patterns of party-state and, at the same time, assumed the measures for 
discursive de-legitimization of principles of equal political competition and had marginalized 
the opposition; at present there are no parties in opposition, able to take in future the place of 
party of power. 

Dynamics of establishment and functioning of new parties in the period of 1995-
2005 primarily increased, then – decreased. In the beginning, on the background of 
decreasing public activity new parties were still actively created, but later many of them had 
stopped the existence, this is reflected in dynamics of participation of parties in elections. 
The last elections of local administration in October, 2006 were especially significant in this 
connection – only 7 parties took part in it.  

 
        
 New law on political parties has been accepted in 1998 and made amendments in 

Civil code. Accordingly with these changes parties, as well as Non-governmental 
organizations, should pass new registration: in Ministry of justice – for parties and in 
regional courts – for NGOs. But not all registered organizations are really functioning and is 
impossible get to know the real number of organizations. Probably, that the number of 
active parties during the last years is steadily decreasing – descended number of parties, 
participated in elections. So, during the parliamentary elections of 1999 took part 50 parties, 
in local elections of 2002 – 41, in parliamentary of 2003 – 21 and in parliamentary of 2004 
– 20. It is safe to say, that at present there are not more then 20 more or less active political 
parties in Georgia.  



 57 

Number of parties registered

180
176158

146

129

125

86
0

50
100
150
200
250
300

1985 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

   
Quantity and quality of non-governmental organizations 
 
Massive participation of the population in policy, typical for the end of 80th 

beginning of 90th, is decreasing to the middle of 90th and to 1995 started to form more 
institutional system of political activities. To this period international foundations started to 
act in Georgia; they support to development of new independent public institutions – non-
governmental organizations. Under the influence of financing, realized by these funds, 
activists of public direction started to create and develop formal NGOs of different profiles. 
These formations are passing a definite cycle of development, finished by events of 2003, 
when they played important role.  

Initially NGOs were planned as representative public groups, though, they have 
never achieved primarily outlined goals – they did not become massive unions, existing at 
the expense of voluntary participation and financing by its members. Being narrow groups of 
activists, professionally busy with the organization development, very soon they turned into 
sphere of employment for comparably few staff members, realizing one or another functions, 
necessary for monitoring and support of democratic processes. The organizations realized 
such functions, as trainings, education, and dissemination of new knowledge, monitoring of 
elections, development and lobbing of some legal initiatives. The leaders, more 
professionally and qualitatively realizing different goals, exposed gradually. These leaders to 
the end of 90th occupied leading role and achieved important influence in Mass Media and 
society.  

Professional – expert organizations, have been formed in the beginning of 2000th, 
though, in essence they did not were outside of policy - most of them may be characterized as 
mini-parties with important political ambitions or as groups, supporting to some influential 
political groupings. Therein, is difficult to draw a borderline between political and public 
unions. It is safe to say, that NGOs, in spite of weak representative quality and visible elitism 
of these unions, enjoy confidence of the society and played  important role in forming of 
public opinion, then  some political parties. 

Functioning of leaders of the sector in 2003 became openly political and the leading 
NGOs have played important role in overthrowing of the Shevardnadze’s regime in 2003. 
Their leaders came into force – in the Cabinet of ministers, government, parliament and other 
authorities. It was the end of definite cycle of development and the beginning of following, 
which is still in process of forming. 
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New NGOs, have been existing after 2003, in many cases are structurally different 
from existing earlier. They exist from the groups of interest, touched upon by such and such 
reforms. If the successful NGOs before 2003 in a social aspect mainly consisted from pro-
Western, English speaker and “globalize” young layer of the society, that now exists more 
representative groups with indistinct perspectives of development.  

In terms of numbers is difficult to judge about real dynamics of functioning NGOs. 
Most of them are concentrated in the capital. Growth of registered NGOs reflects the fact, 
that financing from international funds continues to come in, forming demand for NGOs. 
More, then 4000 NGO are registered today, though, not all of them are functioning. 
Membership in NGO, as well as membership of political parties, is still low, only several 
percents of the population are members of some kind of union. 
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As opposed to NGOs trade unions during the past period practically were not 

developing. Trade Unions have endured important reform after the revolution. Before the 
revolution trade unions were presented as remainders of a soviet structure, strongly corrupted 
and nonfunctional. Membership of Trade union very often did not mean anything that is why 
the formal figures do not correspond with reality. 

 
Mass Media 
 
The period of perestroika characterized by boom of new, now – free information in 

press, which caused sharp interest of the population to Mass Media. But the Moscow editions 
were in the lead; in local press there were several newspapers, playing important role in 
forming of the public opinion in Georgia. At the same period several new programs came 
into service in the television, but until completion of the governance of Gamsakhurdia TV 
was not free and wholly included in public discourse only after his leaving. In 1991-1993 and 
later the press experiences considerable economic difficulties. Subscription stopped its 
functioning, got broken communications with regions; the population does not have money 
for buying newspapers. These factors reduced to actual liquidation of old style editions and 
practical rupture in several years of the press functioning. New stage of development began 
in 1993-1995; this is the period of establishing  
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of a new newspapers with young journalists. During the following period new 
newspapers are establishing and dying away, but until last period the press could not achieve 
the high circulation, especially – comparably with the soviet period. The system of 
circulation still is not functioning normally, the most part of editions come in retail. 
Economical difficulties, especially poverty in the regions still presents serious barrier in 
development of press. Print run of weekly newspapers and magazines in 2002 composed 
maximum 80 000, at the same time ideal circulation for newspapers, edited 2, 3 and more 
times a week, is equal to 10-15 000 copies. New newspapers have been established later with 
higher circulation, but in Georgia press still is not a profitable business.  

Television, being much more expensive business, then press, is developing later, 
then newspapers. Investment in this sphere means purchasing of new equipment and 
establishment of studios. Gradually they achieve the sizes, necessary for creation of new 
channels because the TV is starting to form into most influent independent political resource. 
Being a main facility of political communication at the background of low circulations of 
press television step by step acquires more and more professionalism. Importance of local 
television is increasing also by the reason of deceasing of broadcasting of Russian channels 
in 1991. Important stage in the development of television became opening of channel Rustavi 
2 in 1996. This channel gradually became the leader of public opinion and forms agenda for 
whole media space till the Rose revolution, where the channel had played leading and 
mobilization role.  

Dynamics of freedom of speech and freedom of press during this period is as 
following: stable growing of freedom of speech to 2003. Georgia in this sphere singles out 
the post soviet space, especially by the reason that in spite of another states of the region 
there are not only opposition newspapers but also opposition television. After the Rose 
revolution these freedoms are curtailed by the way of pressing on the channels’ owners. 
Authorities were succeeded close, or outbid potentially opposition television. Though, at this 
moment the leader of Mass Media is the channel, which is not under control of authorities; 
not long ago it has been partially soled to of media magnate Rupert Murdock.  

               
High politicization of Mass Media and low quality of journalism continue to stay 

main problems of the press’ development. Either mainly is provided by weakness of 
economy and unprofitableness of Mass Media. Representation of the society and social 
problems (employment, public health, way of life, culture, education) in Mass media is too 
low, policy and fun prevails; though, journalists stably enjoy high confidence of the society.  
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Mass Media pass the registration centrally, in regional courts, and there is no united 

register for media. Though, absolute majority of subsist from commercial commencement 
and are registered as LTD. So, information from the LTD register reflects the situation in this 
sphere, though, partially, because there are more really functioning then registered Media 
units.  

Since 2000 new registration of mass Media has stable dynamics. The rose 
revolution did not have influence on this process, which argue, that some restriction of the 
freedom of speech, strengthened after the Rose revolution, are not connected with quantity of 
mass media and difficulties with registration of new units. 

 
Conventional activity 
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Participation in elections - number of voters and actual participation in 
elections, Presidential and parliamentary 
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In this diagram there are included the parliamentary elections of 1992, 1995, 2003 

and 2004 (repeated) and the Presidential of 1995, 2000 and 2004 (extraordinary). 
Quantity of electors and number of voted – these are mostly questionable figures 

regarding elections in Georgia. There is opinion that manipulation with these figures allowed 
party of power during the years artificially increase received  percent of voters and also 
increase lower barrier for parties in parliamentary elections (5% in 1995, since 1999 – 7%), 
cutting the parties, which got number of votes within this barrier. Two factors – huge 
external migration (plus migration from regions to Tbilisi) and abolition of residence permit 
created the problem of exact registration of quantity of voters, which still is not resolved.  

The elections of 1990 and 1992 were, according to all accounts, mostly honest and 
massive during the past period. Though, high index of quantity of voters in elections of 1992 
should be estimated with taking in account the fact, that then the elections were held in whole 
territory of Georgia, including Abkhazia. Following elections were held only on under 
control territories, though refugees from Abkhazia and South Ossetia participated. 

Mostly overstated and unrealistic should be considered participation in the 
presidential elections of 2002, when choice less of elections and unpopularity of 
Shevardnadze brought to really low participation of the population in the elections. 

Official data of the elections 2003 have been canceled by court because lots of 
voters were not found in the registered lists of voters and were not able to vote. Thereby, the 
diagram reflects only data of central election committee but not legally recognized data.  

Since 2004 number of registered voters sharply decreased, this reflects not real 
situation, but changes in approach to registration of voters. Post revolution election 
committee simply decided to know that register of voters does not correspond with reality. 
Voters themselves became responsible for their registration – that, which has not passed the 
registration, did not have a right to claim that, who have not passed registration. As a result, 
elections of 2004 practically had been held only among people, who wanted to vote. This 
explains high indexes of participation in the elections of 2004. Especially important for 
authorities are to provide high index of participation in the presidential elections, because 
constitution demands 50% of presence for considering the elections completed. 

As general trend could be mentioned gradually decreasing of the population activity 
in elections since 1995. In spite of fact, that official indexes of participation in elections had 
been regularly overstated (see above), official data after all reflex this trend. This trend needs 
analysis on the background of sharp variation of trust to institutions and satisfaction with 
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development of democracy, which has been watched before and after the Rose revolution. 
Besides, the revolution has been held at the background of extremely low indicators of trust 
to institutions and satisfaction with the democracy development, then the sharp leap to 
positive side had happens and, afterwards, fast decreasing of these indicators by sinusoid 
curve.  

These three indicators – participation in elections, trust to political institutions 
(parliament, parties, president) and satisfaction with development of democracy, on the 
background of also important fourth indicator – extremely low indicators of membership in 
parties, Trade union and political unions – gives opportunity to make definite conclusions, 
what is the understanding of democracy in Georgia. Democracy associates not only with the 
opportunity of participation with support of its formal institutions (elections – in the first 
place), but as a possibility to get good governance and escape from the bad one even by the 
way of revolution. Democracy is developing well at the time, when the population hope for 
authorities, but not at the time, when it is participating in acceptance of political decisions. 
Maybe, just so can be explained active participation in the revolution, directed at 
establishment of good authorities by following low level of participation in elections. 
Gradually disappointment in activities of authorities after the revolution flow out gradual 
decrease of trust to the same institutions. 

 
Social and political aspects 
 
Political activity of the population of Georgia started from protesting behavior. 

Protesting character of political activity, maybe, occurs as dominating also during all 
following period, regardless of forms of expressing of such mood. All important political 
changes, including changing of authorities and regime, happened on the background and by 
means of protesting activity. 

In spite of the fact, that in starting period of political activity quantitative data, 
reflective spirit with respect to protest behavior, defaults, real form of the political process 
clearly shows, important part of the population was ready to participate and participated in 
protest activity. Dynamics of the process is much with dynamics of changing the political 
system.  

First massive actions achieved the spike in 1998-1999, finished with winning of 
Gamsakhurdia in the elections-1990. The main contents of these activities were negation of 
soviet system and desire for independence of Georgia. Next spike of activation happened to 
the end of 1991. Those times the population protested against authoritarian style of 
governance of Gamsakhurdia. The third spike is tied with the rose revolution and had been 
finished by changing of Shevardnadze’s regime. This activity has been stimulated by 
dissatisfaction of the population with existing authorities and wish for changes. 

 



 63 

Collecting signitures

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70

2003 2004.2 2004.6 2004.10 2005.6 2006.4

acceptable unacceptable
 

 

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70

2003 2004.2 2004.6 2004.10 2005.6 2006.4

acceptable unacceptable

Participation in legal rallies

 

0

20

40

60

80

2003 2004.2 2004.6 2004.10 2005.6 2006.4

acceptable unacceptable

Participation in illegal Rally

 



 64 

 

0
10
20
30
40
50
60

2003 2004.2 2004.6 2004.10 2005.6 2006.4

acceptable unacceptable

Participation in legal stike 

 
 

0

20

40

60

80

100

2003 2004.2 2004.6 2004.10 2005.6 2006.4

acceptable unacceptable

Occupying buildings, organizations

 
 
The indicators of a protesting behavior as well as other political indicators are 

testing the influence of factor of revolution, but have another reaction to it. Many forms of 
protesting behavior become more acceptable after the revolution. Though, as opposed to 
those indicators, as interest to policy or estimation of development of the democracy, which 
after the sharp leap again expressed trend to decreasing, protesting indicators in dynamics do 
not express decrease in the period after revolution. Opposite, they express definite, though 
weak, trend of increasing. Excepting the forms, as occupation of buildings, position to which 
almost is not changing, all other forms of protest with decreasing of rate of authorities are 
strengthening. 

Is interesting, that absolute meanings of indicators are enough low, notably a protest 
behavior is not very legitimacy, especially – occupation of buildings. How such low level of 
legitimacy correlate with high estimation, which had been done by the population to the 
revolution (the central episode of which was occupation of the building of Parliament), is not 
clear. 
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Significant is also the difference for legal and forbidden demonstrations and 
actions. The law of advice is acting in Georgia – the permission is not needed for the 
demonstration, is necessary only to notify the authorities. That is why sharp difference in 
estimations for acceptance of legal and forbidden demonstrations testify to indistinct of these 
legal norms for the population.  

 
Freedomhouse indicies 
 
1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 
5,5 4,5 4,4 3,4 3,4 3,4 4,4 4,4 4,4 4,4 
 
 
Rating 1997 1998 1999 2001 2002 2003  2004  
electoral process 5.00  4.50  4.00  4.50  5.00 5.25  5.25  
civil society  4.50  4.25  3.75  4.00  4.00 4.00  3.50  
independent media  4.50  4.25  3.75  3.50  3.75 4.00  4.00  
governance 4.50  5.00  4.50  4.75  5.00 5.50  5.75  
legal, constitutional and rule of law order  5.00  4.75  4.00  4.00  4.25 4.50  4.50  
corruption  .na  .na  5.00  5.25  5.50 5.75  6.00  
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Chapter  4. 
 
 

Questions of presence, quality and reliability of statistical and  
sociological data and access to these data by analysis of transformation 

processes in Georgia 
At analysis of social, political and economical transformation of Georgia have been 

used official data of the State Department of statistics, as well as data of another offices (see 
list of the literature), and also results of surveys, researches of different foundations and 
sociological groups. Regarding acceptance of material should be mentioned that many 
official data were acceptable and opened. Mostly “equipped” sociological groups, f. e. 
“Gorbi”, IPM are conducting most of their researches by order that is why in accordance with 
agreement, do not have a right to open obtained data. Regarding results of researches of I. 
Chavchavadze University, or Institute of public policy, they kindly gave the results of recent 
researches. 

Characterized credibility of these data should be mentioned the following: 
 
1. Most of experts estimate data of the State Department of statistics as insecure 

that is why we got large amount of demographical data from the other sources (annual of the 
Institute of demography and sociology, Ministry of public health, etc.) Besides, even 
alternate data, counted by many other methods or proved by private manner, at the some 
stage use materials of the State Department of statistics. That is why and taking into 
consideration the fact, that data of the State Department of statistics is officially accepted, we 
allow for them, comparing with alternate ones. 

2. Since collapse of the Soviet Union, regarding variety of circumstances which 
in some cases concur with situation in other post soviet countries (tearing of connections, 
conversion to market economy, political instability, etc) but mostly are typical (regional 
conflicts, civil war) State Department of statistics as well as many offices, a State 
Department of statistics State Department of statistics actually was not functioning. There are 
some “disposable” researches, which are almost impossible to use, because they are not 
regular, do not accord with any standards, are impossible to compare with, because they are 
singular. Actually, the Department of statistics started to function in 1996, when the 
financing of researches of domestic economies started. Gradually, due to financing of special 
programs by foreign foundations, fellowships for staff members, trainings for specialists 
Department is engaged also in other spheres. Though, there is no official data from the 
beginning of 90th till 1996. 

3. In some districts register of diseases in different years conducted by different 
classification systems, that is why data is incomparable. 

4. In spite of big differences in some questions, though, birth rate, quantity of the 
population, migration, infantile death rate, etc, trends, which came into light by comparing of 
data of different offices, is found similar, therefore, even if there is a difference in estimation 
of data, conclusions regarding type, direction of development, common situation, etc, are 
similar. 

5. If demographical economical and many other quantitative data is comparable, 
variety of political and social data, or whole quantitative data is absolutely incomparable, 
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because is got as a result of sociological surveys, where different questions in different 
contexts were put. Though, comparing of the different materials created definite picture. 

6. As it was mentioned above, results of different sociological surveys are 
incomparable, but there was several researches, which regularly repeat the surveys on the 
same theme with similar interval, foe. the surveys of IRI. There were also other similar 
materials, got by HOO, but being acknowledged about commitment and partiality of these 
researches, we did not use them. All the more, that they absolutely were not accorded to 
observations and numerous of researches, which have been conducted by independent 
experts. 

7. As well as the official data, materials of the last years are much less 
interesting and safety, then the data of 1998-2002. This is tied, from the one side, with almost 
full changing of staff of the State Department of statistics, which was trained and competent. 
Time is necessary for the training of new staff. Secondly, Department of statistics is now 
submitted to the government, therefore, its commitment and dependence from the authorities 
increased. Regarding independent sociological surveys, there left very few independent 
nongovernmental groups and associations; therewith big grants and projects are received by 
definite NGOs and only them, therefore, getting of safety materials is too labor-intensive 
process.       
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3
Populism, the Democratic
Question, and Contemporary
Governance
Yannis Papadopoulos

Introduction

There is now a substantial body of research on populism which
focuses, in particular, on what motivates people to support successful
national-populist parties, such as ‘Verdrossenheit’ (frustration) with
established parties (Schedler 1996), reactions against the success of
‘left-libertarian’ movements (Kitschelt and McGann 1995), or the
concern of the losers in the modernisation process triggered by inter-
nationalisation (Kriesi 1999), and the fears of those negatively affected
by post-industrial forms of social organisation (Ignazi 1999). In con-
trast to these important empirical findings, this chapter is guided by
more theoretical and conjectural considerations. As it is reductionist to
consider populism as either a pathology of, or a threat to, democracy, I
shall focus on the ambivalent link between populism and democracy,
which in turn requires a certain familiarity with major debates taking
place in democratic theory. In this analysis I will attempt to formulate
new hypotheses as to the origins of populist successes, and possible
links with the transformations taking place in democratic decision-
making, which in turn requires an understanding of the lessons of
policy analysis. 

Populism and democracy: an uneasy partnership

Hermet refers to the day-to-day routines of democracies, somewhat iron-
ically, as a ‘savoir-vivre démocratiquement sans trop faire référence au peuple’
(Hermet 1992, 15), and Canovan (1999, 15) notes that ‘many of the
themes of populism are easily familiar to … the theories of participatory
democracy that emerged out of the radical movements of the 1960s and
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have dominated philosophical discussion of the subject ever since’.
Populism does not lack sound academic credentials,1 and its creed of the
damage to popular sovereignty caused by representation resembles the
conclusions reached by ‘principal-agent’ approaches in economics, or
the theory of ‘goal displacement’ in organisational sociology.

Thus, we need not return to the Athenian democracy or even to
Rousseau in order to understand the foundations of populism. One
must, however, remember that the notion of representative govern-
ment, so much distrusted by populists, is feudal in origin, and initially
had nothing to do with either democracy or elections. Originally,
democracy was conceived exclusively in its direct form, or in conjunc-
tion with the selection of leaders by lot, allowing everyone the same
chance to rule. Representative government, which is, alongside other
institutional techniques, an arbitrary social construct, has regularly
been challenged in theory and practice (see Papadopoulos 1998). Far
from belonging to political folklore, many populist-inspired instru-
ments, designed to avoid principal–agent problems between the citi-
zenry and representatives, are part of the arsenal of ‘immediate
democracy’ (Max Weber), and regularly feature on the agenda of insti-
tutional reform.2

Populism at the heart of democratic tensions

At the same time, distrust with populist forms of democracy is not new
either, especially since the advent of universal suffrage which lent cred-
ibility to the belief that representative government would gradually
evolve into democracy (Manin 1995, 171). In ancient Greek political
thought, moderate and mixed forms of government were designed to
prevent perversions of democracy such as demagoguery or oligarchy.
James Madison and l’abbé Sieyès, the two major drafters of the
American and French revolutionary constitutions respectively, were
careful to deny any link between their programmes for modern repre-
sentative democracies and conceptions of ‘pure’ democracy (Fontana
1994). Among modern political theorists, Max Weber and Joseph
Schumpeter are known for their defence of leadership and their reluc-
tance to equate democracy with extensive self-government. However,
the elitist approach may itself be criticised for its lack of coherence,
since elites can hardly question the wisdom of the very people they
claim to represent (Hermet 1991, 50). The contemporary philosopher
Jürgen Habermas (1989, 29) asserts that if we dismiss the extensive par-
ticipation of the mass public on the grounds of its incompetence this
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may logically induce us to dispute the rationality of those delegatory
mechanisms which are also based on popular acquiescence. These con-
troversies deserve closer examination. 

In much the same way as the Communists attacked the ‘dictatorship
of the bourgeoisie’ hiding behind the veil of democratic regimes, pop-
ulists define democracies as façades which conceal autocracies domi-
nated by the oligarchic interests of corrupt elites (Hermet 1997, 34, 47;
Schedler 1996, 297). Canovan (1999, 2–3) maintains that ‘we cannot
afford to brush these claims aside’, and suggests that the sources of
populism be sought in the tensions inherent in democracy, more pre-
cisely between its ‘redemptive’ and its ‘pragmatic’ aspects, so that pop-
ulism is, in her words, ‘a shadow cast by democracy itself’. This view is
not dissimilar to that expressed by William Riker (1982), who
identified a contradiction in democracies between populism and liber-
alism, or more recently by Jean Leca (1996), who noted the difficult
coexistence of a ‘populist’ and a ‘constitutional’ dimension in democ-
racies, which allows populist challengers to discredit with ease any
prevalence of formal liberal institutions over the norm of popular sov-
ereignty. In criticising the literature on democratic transition and con-
solidation for its poor conceptualisation of the quality of democracy,
Wolfgang Merkel (1999, 369) made a further distinction between con-
stitutionalism, the rule of law, and democracy by classifying democra-
cies legitimated exclusively by vertical accountability mechanisms of
the populist type as ‘defekte Demokratien’.3

The likelihood that populism is driven by the institutional architec-
ture of democracies has seldom been systematically explored (see Mény
and Surel 2000), let alone empirically tested. Populism may well be fed
by the ‘broken promises’ of democracy (Bobbio 1987), such as the sur-
vival of oligarchies and the ensuing persistence of group power as
opposed to the ‘one man, one vote’ principle, the prevalence of partic-
ularisms as opposed to the general interest, a lack of decisional trans-
parency, the poor results of democracies in the domain of citizens’
civic education, or the confinement of democracy to the narrow politi-
cal sphere and its lack of spillover into other social arenas such as the
economy.

Populism as the outcome of the structural ambiguity of electoral
democracy

This analysis does not simply argue that populists are, in a sense, right
– when they, for example, blame the elite conspiracy for an alleged
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authoritarian drift of democracies – but maintains, rather, that the
problem rests with the inherently oligarchic dimension of representative
democracy. Both Montesquieu and Rousseau associated elections with
an aristocratic principle (Rosanvallon 1993, 13), since they enable
people to select the best rather than taking the risk of being ruled by
incompetent, dangerous or corrupt leaders because of the caprices of
random choice. This nation of the aristocratic principle of election is
still valid, insofar as potential office-holders receive consideration only
as long as they are considered ‘des citoyens distingués’ (Manin 1995,
95).4 Hence we select office-holders who we believe will do the job
better than ourselves – for example, because they have greater skills or
more free time (Sartori 1987, 280), considering that ignorance is ratio-
nal given the high costs of information-seeking. This conception of
electoral democracy is sustained by the belief that politics is not merely
a vocation, but a genuine profession (‘Politik als Beruf’). As a result we
deliberately select those who command our respect, precisely because
they differ from us. In this conception of election, representatives are
legitimate not because they are close to the citizenry, but because they
are somewhat remote, like genuine professionals whose credentials set
them apart from amateurs or dilettanti. Clearly, societal complexity and
differentiation justify this view, first because the political job can be a
highly technical and time-consuming one, but also because specialised
activities in other functionally defined social sub-systems (the
economy, health, research, the arts, education or the legal system, and
so on) require a high investment on behalf of individuals, so that they
may consider devoting themselves to politics a rather unrewarding
activity.5

In democracies this principle is also challenged by an alternative
principle of populist inspiration. This unavoidable cohabitation of the
populist with the aristocratic principle makes populist notions of
democracy both legitimate and contestable. Democracy also entails the
unbiased representation of citizens’ viewpoints and its legitimacy
includes a sort of ‘specular’ conception of decision-making. Similar to
the rationale of selection by lot practised in ancient times (and today
in citizens’ juries), but as a result of deliberate choice, we expect rulers
to be replicas of the man in the street, and to come from the same
background, express the same preferences, or share the same values as
ourselves (Strøm 1997). Given the absence of any guarantee that once
in office those elected will continue to maintain this profile, populist
techniques of ‘immediate democracy’ (referendum, recall, limited man-
dates, etc.) are sometimes used to constrain them.
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Ideally, we would like to be represented by those we consider our
replicas and, all other things being equal, whom we regard as more
able than ourselves to do the job in hand. We may also want to elect
pure replicas, irrespective of their competence or availability, or profes-
sionals, even though they do not do things the way we would like
(since they know better). But, in all likelihood, we usually seek a trade-
off, by balancing the risk of being disappointed or deceived in either
respect. In general, voters also experience the, irreconcilable, tension
between the specular and the aristocratic principle of electoral democ-
racy. Quite apart from other contradictions between democratic princi-
ples, we must keep this particular ambivalence, linked to the electoral
nature of representation in democracies, constantly in mind. Thus, the
populist criticism – quite apart from any other sources of concern due
to the excessive role played by corporation, organised interests, parti-
tocracies, technocracies, and so forth – is sustained by the structural
ambiguity of electoral mechanisms that entail at the same time repre-
sentation and selection. In a democracy the aristocratic dimension
must remain under control, but precisely how this control should be
exerted is a matter of some controversy.

The quest for an ‘effet de justice’ (Manin 1995, 97) by replacing elites is
indeed an integral, and multifunctional, part of democratic ideology. In
the first place, the likelihood of elite replacement is a sword of Damocles
hanging over incumbents’ heads, minimising their room for manoeuvre
and maximising their responsiveness (for a discussion of this ‘deterrence’,
see Elster 1999). It is also instrumental in avoiding the formation of a
homogeneous political class, cartel or caste, with its own esprit de corps,
able to exploit long periods in office to argue the need for (its) indispens-
able skills for ruling. Elections as a mechanism of elite replacement are
expected to generate more empathy among office-holders vis-à-vis their
constituencies. In his seminal work, Bernard Manin demonstrates that
the obstacle of re-election makes representatives more responsive in that
they are induced to ‘anticiper le jugement rétrospectif des électeurs sur la poli-
tique qu’ils mènent’ (Manin 1995, 228). Although the threat of electoral
sanction is a major defensive weapon in the hands of the subjects, it may
not, populists argue, suffice to ensure elite responsiveness. Manin is cer-
tainly aware of some, but not all, of its weaknesses, and resorts to the pre-
vailing argument that coalition government renders the accountability
of individual partners more problematic. Empirically speaking, the differ-
ence between majority and coalition systems does not appear to have
had the anticipated impact on the responsiveness of incumbents,6 or to
account for the uneven success of anti-establishment parties.
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On the other hand, Manin does not extensively state the limits of
retrospective voting, although he does admit that voters do not always
vote on retrospective considerations. If voters are oriented towards the
future rather than the past, then the margin of politicians will in all
probability increase: if they are able to make attractive pledges, their
previous sins will be forgiven (although for pledges to be credible, they
must already have acquired a good reputation in the past).
Furthermore, adjustment to voters’ preferences will only occur if politi-
cians possess adequate information about their voting intentions and
are able to anticipate their reactions – daring assumptions indeed
(Bartolini 1999, 464). Furthermore, we cannot take for granted that
parties in office either desire, or are able, to set clearly identifiable goals
and to select between alternative means in order to achieve them
(‘bounded rationality’). Moreover, several other factors tend to weaken
elite responsiveness vis-à-vis voters: pressure from purists in the party
organisation which impairs adjustments to the alleged preferences of
the average voter; a captive electorate sufficiently loyal not to threaten
with exit if disappointed by the party’s performance; the capacity to
bind voters through the clientelistic allocation of club goods, and so
forth. On the part of the voters, retrospective behaviour requires the
capacity or the will to act rationally and instrumentally rather than
ideologically. This presupposes an encompassing view of politics that
may be hard to achieve: voters must be considered capable of regularly
making causal links between policy outputs and the outcomes that
affect them. In sum, retrospective voting as an incentive to responsive-
ness places an unrealistic burden of rationality on politicians and
voters alike (see, in particular, Papadopoulos 2001). The degree of
responsiveness generated by elections is clearly an empirical issue,
depending on ad hoc constellations, and populists have a point when
they argue that betting on elite responsiveness through elections is
simply too optimistic. 

The conflict between populism and deliberation

Bearing in mind the limitations in ensuring responsiveness via elec-
tions, populists propose that pressure be exerted to make elites’ behav-
iour more dependent on the risk of sanctions. Taking an example from
American constitutional history, in the debate over the length of man-
dates in the bicameral Congress, the Founding Fathers expected that
frequent rotation would prevent the formation of a cohesive group of
opinion-makers instead of opinion-followers. The debate a century



Yannis Papadopoulos 51

later on the recall of officials, went one step further than short man-
dates, by placing agents under a permanent threat of sanctions by prin-
cipals.7 Other devices are preventive, and designed to secure in advance
the contiguity of principals and agents typical of the reflective notion
of representation. The imperative mandate is the best case of a prospec-
tive, as opposed to retrospective, control of politicians’ actions (Elster
1998, 3), and is a perfect substitute when the direct democracy of the
town meeting becomes impracticable for reasons of size.

Nevertheless, the problem with populist techniques is that they are
hostile to deliberation. Populists suspect elite interactions of collusion
at the expense of third parties. However, modern notions of represen-
tation do not only favour deliberation on elitist grounds and may, for
example, rule out the imperative mandate. Edmund Burke feared the
dominance of local particularisms over the ‘general good’ and believed
the ‘judgement’ of representatives to be necessary. A few years later
James Madison concluded that representation was necessary to ‘refine’
the world views of political actors. Madison was not so naïve as to
think that such an improvement would be produced by aristocratic
rule, but he was convinced that deliberation was a precondition of
refinement, and the fragmentation of power was in turn a precondi-
tion for deliberation. He understood perfectly how positive and nega-
tive incentives in political action are much the domain of institutions.
Checks and balances would constrain circumstantial majorities to for-
mulate their arguments so as to successfully overcome multiple tests
and to withstand criticism from their adversaries.

Together with the aristocratic dimension of elections, deliberation is
part of the principle of ‘distinction’, and distinction cannot simply be
written off as irrelevant in democratic polities (Manin 1995). Whilst
those adhering to the aristocratic notion of elections anticipate
refinement through selection, deliberation also heightens the level of
political debate. Deliberation must, however, respect some sociological
conditions, and these conditions are absent in populist democracy. In
order to learn from deliberation, representatives need to enjoy the sort
of autonomy that is not even compatible with de facto imperative
mandates (Fishkin 1991). Furthermore, deliberating actors must engage
in durable face-to-face interactions to ensure they respect their mutual
commitments.8 Under the normalising effect of the ‘Gesetz des
Wiedersehens’ (Offe 1992), actors are unlikely to push exclusively selfish
arguments for self-preservation, and will have to submit their claims to
debate without being able in the long run to ignore those of their part-
ners, since the costs of opportunistic behaviour may be prohibitive.
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Deliberation seems to go hand in hand with what Elster (1998, 3)
describes as the ‘civilising force of hypocrisy’,9 which is a powerful
incentive for co-operation.

What we face is a major trade-off between deliberation, which is a
functional requirement in modern fragmented societies, and its prereq-
uisites, which are problematic for democratic legitimacy. Populists
offer good reasons to be suspicious it, especially as the deliberative
component of democracy remains a pure abstraction for most citizens
(Hermet 2001, 16). On the other hand, the populist ‘direct-majoritar-
ian’ (Fishkin 1991) creed is likely to undermine the foundations of
coexistence in societies where ‘factionalism’ prevails. Institutions built
on populist principles tend to impede the development of mutual
empathy and of other-regardingness in social environments where feel-
ings of ‘sameness’ and collective identification are weak (Offe 1987;
Scharpf 1993). Therefore populist direct-majoritarianism may not be
the most appropriate route to collective welfare when the latter
requires the conciliation of competing interests instead of the abrupt
domination over minorities. 

In addition, good government cannot merely be responsive gov-
ernment, for the latter may be tempted to give priority to the shift-
ing preoccupations of majorities and thereby eschew long-term
problems.10 Good government must also be ‘responsible’ govern-
ment (Sartori 1994, 73), and probably the best illustration of the
contested nature of democratic government comes once again from
the constitutional debates in the United States. Preference for a
system of horizontal accountability resting on checks and balances
(a bicameral legislature, the presidential veto, judicial review) was
preceded by heated debate as to the adequate degree of elite auton-
omy. The anti-federalists, for example, advocated a specular con-
ception of democracy, and supported the idea of an Assembly
composed of a larger number of parliamentarians, arguing that this
would be more representative of the population at large (Manin
1995, 143–6). They wanted elections to be held more frequently, and
the Senate was their major target, as federalists had imposed indirect
election of this body and a six-year mandate (Manin 1994), in order
to secure representation for the wealthy, and to isolate senators from
pressure. Good government must mirror public opinion and
enlighten it at the same time: a difficult conciliation, seeing that
populist devices are all oriented toward the first goal, and elitist
devices toward the second.
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Populism and the transformations in policy styles

Although we may expect majoritarian democracies, closer to the pop-
ulist model of direct electoral accountability of office-holders, to be
more immune to populist protest than consensual democracies subject
to the fragmentation of power, this does not appear to be the case.
Countries with the most successful populist movements include con-
sensus model democracies such as Austria, Switzerland, Belgium, and
the Scandinavian countries, and also countries with bipolar party
systems, such as Italy and France. Given the diffusion of populism
across systems with different institutional configurations, it may help
to make a supplementary interpretation of its roots so as to accentuate
once more the impact of ‘systemic’ factors. I will examine an, appar-
ently new, problem at the origin of contemporary populist protest,
unlike the dilemma between populist or Madisonian democracy, or the
issue of the broken promises of democracy,11 and argue that the domi-
nant contemporary policy ‘style’ tends to impede accountability regard-
less of whether or not incumbents behave responsively, and that this is
likely to nurture populist protest. Responsiveness and accountability
do not necessarily co-vary: office-holders may not just be more remote
from the citizenry, they may simply be harder to identify and to
induce to account for their choices. Bartolini (1999, 448–9) is right to
assert that these concepts are not synonymous: responsiveness refers to
the substantial content of policy choices (that must conform to voters’
wishes), whilst accountability is related to the availability of adequate
instruments which oblige incumbents to report on their deeds, and
enable voters to respond with electoral sanctions. Institutional complex-
ity may prejudice accountability insofar as it tends to reduce the visibility
of decision-makers. The increasing complexity of decisional processes is a
matter of (increased) social complexity.

Governance and policy networks as responses to complexity

Following the theory of differentiation, the more complex a society,
the more likely it is to be fragmented by a plurality of interests that
manifest heterogeneous and frequently conflicting claims. Under the
pressure of particularisms of professional sectors, interest groups,
lifestyle communities, territorial subdivisions, or even of individuals,
complex societies run the risk of disintegration. This aspect of social
complexity is currently supplemented by technical complexity: prob-
lems have complex origins, and their parameters tend to evolve in
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unpredictable ways. Hence complexity is closely associated with con-
tingency: there is no unanimously accepted hierarchy of values (for
example, in contrast to theocratic societies), and most choices are con-
sidered with some degree of scepticism or anxiety, given the difficulty
of anticipating their consequences. Political decision-making has
clearly become a difficult exercise; how, for example, can one ensure
the correctness of policy choices under conditions of high uncertainty,
and how is sufficient support on decisions to be achieved under condi-
tions of fragmentation?

In order to cope with contingency in most developed democracies
the style of conduct in policy-making has undergone some substantial
changes during the last few decades. A new model emerged, more
strongly orientated toward collaboration of the state with social seg-
ments, clearly as a response to societal complexity (the ‘law of requisite
variety’ see Ashby 1956). What has often been portrayed as a shift from
‘government’ to ‘governance’ entails the co-production and co-imple-
mentation of public policies by different bodies forming networks.
These networks are intergovernmental as in ‘multi-level governance’
ranging from European Union institutions to the local level, or mixed,
as in policy domains where public bodies jointly act with interest asso-
ciations or private firms. In most democracies there are a number of
informal procedures where public authorities draft legislation in close
co-ordination with major interest groups.12 Sometimes official bodies
merely ratify proposals made by public bureaucracies after concertation
with the representatives of organised interests. It is no exaggeration to
say that these procedures are frequently opaque and selective. Likewise,
if public officials wish to avoid failure in reaching their targets when
attempting to implement policies, they must often bargain and make
compromises with blatantly ‘nimbyist’ local actors. This carries the risk
that short-term and concentrated interests will prevail over the less
visible public interest, especially because collective mobilisation is
much easier to achieve on particularistic grounds.

Today it is no longer sufficient to interpret the rise of populism
simply in terms of the contradiction between liberal constitutionalism
and populism. Pure legal-rational domination is also perceived as
increasingly problematic with respect to state efficiency, so that a défor-
malisation process occurs (in the sense of decisional processes being
largely uncoupled from official democratic circuits), which in turn
fosters populism. We can therefore argue that this current antinomy is
not so much between populism and the advent of informal modes of
governance, as between populism and the (decreasing) formalism of
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the ‘Rechtsstaat’. This is not a certainty, however, and will conse-
quently be presented as a hypothesis to be tested in future empirical
research.

The democratic question: governance and populism

The representativeness of the collective voice heard in procedures
typical of ‘governance’ is indeed disputable. Moreover, an informed
view of complex problems requires a degree of professionalisation that
excludes ordinary citizens, not to speak of the declining role of stan-
dard democratic procedures. Although supporters of governance may
well be right to argue that these are more horizontal and less statist
processes, their inclusiveness is nevertheless selective. It depends on the
blackmailing power of some subsystems and organisations, so that
negotiated agreements based on participatory procedures cannot be
equated with more democracy (Duran 1999, 85). While it is true that
the degree of closure in policy networks typical of governance differs
from case to case (for example, specialists distinguish between loose
issue networks and cohesive policy communities), these networks are
usually confined to the circle of public bureaucrats, experts, representa-
tives of interest groups or private firms, and prominent local politi-
cians. As a result, they are likely to generate significant negative effects
(Benz 1998, 206): resistance to change, goal-displacement, rent-
seeking, the externalisation of costs, and so forth (Bobbio’s ‘broken
promises’).

The legitimacy of policy networks is mostly internal, self-referential,
and based on mutual trust and acknowledgement between partici-
pants. As a result, there is a real risk of democratic legitimacy being
substituted by more fragmentary forms of legitimacy, frequently with a
strong bureaucratic or, in the case of non-state actors, corporate-profes-
sional flavour. Even though this form of consent is by no means
unproductive, mutual adjustment between actors with high blackmail-
ing potential provided by knowledge, finance, organisation, mobilising
skills or whatever, cannot be considered a sufficient source of legiti-
macy. Curiously enough, these forms of less hierarchical state–society
relations are not easily compatible with democratic standards, because
of the ensuing de-differentiation of state action.

The vertical bottom-up delegation of power to the state in democracy
is traditionally associated with its counterpart – that is, a vertical top-
down regulation from the state. The transformation of policy styles
weakens this linkage and may also be at the root of populist protest,
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but has not yet been clearly identified as such. The articulation of ‘pol-
itics’ with ‘policy’ has not been dealt with in depth in the study of
populism, while there may be straightforward links between some
policy styles and negative perceptions of elite behaviour. The uncou-
pling of administrative steering from the parliamentary complex and
the removal of key issues from the public agenda are likely to cause the
periodic re-emergence of the ‘democratic question’ (Habermas 1992,
389).13 Policy networks tend to gain considerable autonomy from cir-
cuits of democratic control, to be disconnected from citizens or even
from parliamentary bodies,14 and to rely heavily on feedback from ‘cus-
tomers’ or ‘users’, whose influence is proportional to their exit power:
we are evidently still miles away from the democratic-egalitarian prin-
ciple of ‘one man, one vote’.

Given the ‘polycentric’ component of governance arrangements and
the co-production and co-implementation of collectively binding deci-
sions by a mixture of public and private bodies, traditional account-
ability mechanisms may well be obsolete. Does it make sense to hold
formally elected officials, who are the most visible but not necessarily
the most powerful part of the decisional chain, accountable if effective
authority is largely out of their hands? Pluralist democracy is poorly
equipped to deal with the increasing complexity of the links between
the political system (assuming that this system is horizontally and ver-
tically unified among decisional bodies), and other social subsystems
(Zolo 1992, 109–14). The problem is that no alternative, credible and
uncontroversial accountability mechanisms have been found, leaving
populists free to occupy a market ‘niche’.

In addition, governance arrangements frequently lack social visibility
and tend to be weakly codified. The legal system is also faced with
social complexity insofar as it must resort to softer means, such as
information and persuasion, instead of ordinary law and the threat of
sanctions, and must incorporate more feedback from environments
(through process such as sunset legislation and monitoring; see
Morand 1999) if it is to be more respectful of the autonomy of recipi-
ents of public policies. Instability and ad hoc choices are likely to sup-
plant the rule of law in its general and abstract form. Incorporating
complexity by awarding more room to flexibility may damage the func-
tionality of law in ensuring predictability and in stabilising social rela-
tions. When normative uncertainty is tied to decision-making through
policy networks, accountability deficits may well proliferate: not only
does overcrowding in multiple policy arenas inhibit the identification
of power-holders, but legal fluidity impedes the identification of their



Yannis Papadopoulos 57

acts. Representative democracy presupposes the ability to identify
actors who can be sanctioned positively or negatively depending on
their performance. Citizens have taken up this assumption, and still
use cognitive models of command in assessing public policies that
leave little legitimatory room for bargaining and negotiation. Decisions
are viewed as the object of implementation at the bottom from a legit-
imate top, while governance tends to dissolve political roles and politi-
cal performance, rendering this command model to a large extent
illusory. Yet, this model remains a centrepiece of democratic legit-
imacy, and governments are still considered responsible for policy
failure, despite the heavily circumscribed nature of their role. Due to
changes in forms of governance ‘the sense of top-down authority exer-
cised through state actors has been diminished or lost’ (Pierre and
Peters 2000, 45), and this opens up avenues to populist movements.

Conclusion: the populist potential in modern democracies

In this chapter I have attempted to identify two major dimensions of
the essentially ambivalent relation between populism and democracy.
On the one hand, the populist claim for more inclusiveness is largely
driven by democratic ideology and sustained by the failure of democra-
tic practice to keep some of the central promises of this ideology, and
by the ambivalent structural properties of electoral representation. This
claim has remained controversial throughout democratic history so
that well-worn alternative notions of government still compete over
the correct balance within democratic polities of constitutionalism,
rule of law, populism, majority principle, or checks and balances. The
limitations of the populist conception of democracy are clearly visible
when it comes to dealing with social fragmentation, which requires the
sort of deliberative mechanisms that are not compatible with direct
majoritarianism.

On the other hand, institutional techniques available to deal with
‘complexity management’ are likely to nurture populism. This pop-
ulism is generally the reaction to an excess of constitutionalism that is
increasingly combined with deficits in decisional visibility, due to the
proliferation of informal governance arrangements that jeopardise
accountability. Populist claims for order may thus be considered as
alternatives to the prevailing bargaining models of decision-making,
whatever the formal (majoritarian or consensual, unitary or federalist)
features of institutional architectures. 
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Populism is paradoxically sustained by the very requirements of
democratic legitimacy, which in the last instance rests on popular sov-
ereignty even in representative democracies, notwithstanding any
mediations or filters that may be deliberately introduced between gov-
ernors and governed. The prevalence of this source of legitimacy helps
us understand why opinion poll democracy grows, or why it may be
hard to portray what is populist as a vice when ‘being popular’ is not
disputed as a virtue. We can indeed protect our reputation as democ-
rats by claiming that we only disapprove of the excesses of the populist
principle when it prevails in an unbalanced combination with the con-
stitutional or Madisonian principle. Yet one cannot deny that the pop-
ulist principle is consubstantial with democracy, and that thresholds
between principles are contingent.15

Today we can observe a broader consensus on democracy as the most
appropriate form of government: between the onset of the so-called
‘third wave’ of democratisation in 1974 and 1996 no less than 89 states
(about the half of UN members) shifted from authoritarian to democra-
tic regimes (Merkel 1999, 361). This was accompanied, however, by
controversies over the appropriate form of democracy: parliamentary
or presidentialist, majoritarian or consensual, unitary or federalist, and
so forth. Institutional designers must resolve puzzles regarding the ade-
quate mix of the elitist and the populist principle, the limits to succes-
sive stages of power delegation, and the degree of extension of
citizenship rights; in short, the degree of inclusiveness, and correla-
tively, the acceptable (and inescapable) exclusivist component, of
democratic systems. Democratic theory has explored some of these
dilemmas by distinguishing between input-oriented and output-ori-
ented legitimacy (Scharpf 1970), and – in its economic version – by
sketching the trade-off between transaction or external costs that deci-
sion-makers try to minimise alternately (Buchanan and Tullock 1962).

We now know that this epistemological uncertainty as to the appro-
priate character of democracy (Ossipow 1994, 13) leaves room for pop-
ulists and feeds their arguments. It should be added, however, that,
much like democracy, populism is not immune to strains and uncer-
tainty (Taguieff 1997, 11–12). The dilemmas of populism are similar to
those faced by democracies with respect to the ‘inclusion – exclusion’
question (Taylor 1998). While democracy requires more participation
than authoritarian regimes, participation requires mutual recognition
and trust – in other words a feeling of collective belonging that
inevitably generates exclusion. Likewise, populists push and campaign
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for more direct involvement of, and control by, the citizenry, which is
only possible in a homogeneous community fostering exclusion.16 This
dilemma is particularly visible in the populist project to strengthen the
direct-majoritarian component of democratic institutions.

It is difficult to object to this project without being accused of elitism
or authoritarianism. Yet in complex societies, where a feeling of same-
ness is lacking,17 fragmentation facilitates ‘legitimate indifference’
(Schimank 1996, 158), the externalisation of costs, rent-seeking, partic-
ularism and ‘free-riding’ or, in Madison’s words, facilitates factionalism
(whatever its sources: business or professional interests, territorially
based groups, lifestyle communities, and so on), direct-majoritarianism
is indeed problematic. The populist-inspired institutional design
assumes – somewhat imprudently – that ordinary people are deposito-
ries of wisdom and, as such, possess the necessary civic virtues to act in
the common good (or, more accurately, for the good of common
people). Individuals may in reality lack these virtues, while direct-
majoritarian institutions have no mechanisms to foster those ‘moral
resources’ (Offe and Preuss, 1991) vital for the proper functioning of
democratic decision-making, especially as the individual voter is the
sole link in the decisional chain not accountable for their choice
(Papadopoulos 1998, 131–2).18 In order to guarantee inclusion, differ-
entiated societies need political systems that mirror fragmentation,
which in turn carries the risk of undermining accountability. On the
other hand, the similarity of the inclusiveness – exclusiveness dilemma
faced by democracy and populism alike is an integral part of their
ambivalent relation as populist claims and pledges simultaneously rep-
resent both an extension and a negation of what most of us would
wish to preserve in democracies.

Notes

1. See, for example, Barber’s (1990, 145) negative views on representation.
2. See, for example, the proposals to set up referenda as remedies for the

‘democratic deficit’ within the European Union in Zürn (1996), Abromeit
(1998), or Schmitter (2000).

3. But mechanisms designed to safeguard horizontal accountability ought not
to be idealised either. Maravall (2000) offers several examples of how politi-
cians can, for example, instrumentalise the judicial system in order to elim-
inate competitors.
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4. Newton writes that ‘politicians are less likely to be trusted because they are
“one of us” (Catholic, black, Southerner, farmer, gentleman), but because of
their policy record and personal performance and appearance’ (Newton
1997, 147); in other words because of their ‘capacity’ rather than their
‘fidelity’ (Pharr and Putnam 2000a, xx).

5. This process is best studied by the sociology of differentiation (Schimank
1996).

6. Using two measures to compare the distance between governmental choices
and voters’ preferences in both systems, Lijphart (1999, 287–8) is able to
show that it is shorter in coalition systems. See also Maravall (1999, 164)
who also cites older studies.

7. In Athens all magistrates, elected or more often chosen by lot, could be
ousted at any moment by a vote of the Assembly. The recall was also con-
ceived as a protection against incompetence, a major risk of selection by lot
and the Achilles heal of the specular conception of representation (Manin
1995, 25).

8. Benz (1998, 212) states it bluntly: effective co-operation is only possible in
oligarchic, elitist, non-transparent and selective political structures.

9. Or, rather, the civilising force of the constraint to provide reasons for one’s
preferences, that must be acceptable to the audience; whether actors truly
believe in them is not so relevant (Urfalino 2000, 186).

10. ‘[A]ccountability … is vital to democracy and simultaneously a potential
threat to it’ (March and Olsen 1995, 151).

11. Nevertheless sociogenetic studies of this problem are scant (see the com-
ments in Pierre and Peters 2000, and Papadopoulos 2000).

12. According to Cerny (1999, 17) globalisation further unbalances this public-
private mix in decision-making, with public law being increasingly substi-
tuted by ‘negotiated private law’. Cerny detects some very negative
prospects for democratic accountability in these developments. If he is
correct in his gloomy forecast, then there may be good reason for populism
to remain vigorous in the future.

13. A similar problem is raised by the proliferation of independent regulatory
agencies, especially as this change is related to a power shift from the
national to the European level (Majone 1995). Decisional competences are
awarded to these bodies either in an attempt, of Madisonian inspiration, to
promote responsible policy choices through isolation from pressures of elec-
toral majorities, or simply because they are thought to have a monopoly on
expertise that would allow them to produce more informed and wiser regu-
lations in complex domains. Potential democratic deficits are thus expected
to be offset by legitimacy acquired through efficient decisions favourable to
collective well-being.

14. As a specialist on parties puts it: 

In general, however, while public-policy research has in recent years
taught us much about non-party policy communities, it has thrown up
little evidence of the way in which party research mechanisms mesh with
such communities, and in several countries it is worth asking whether
they link up with them closely at all. (Hine 1996, 138–9)
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15. As early as the Athenian democracy, leaders could legitimately adopt several
positions in their interactions with the demos: not only representatives, pro-
tectors and counsellors, but also critics and adversaries (Ober 1989, 314–24).

16. The comparison of data on the cantonal level in Switzerland interestingly
shows a strong positive correlation between a composite index of social
capital and the score of the populist SVP, today the major party in federal
politics (index and correlation coefficients computed by Markus Freitag to
whom we express our gratitude).

17. When entities come short of a ‘Wir-Identität’, then democratisation on pop-
ulist lines can become dangerous for minorities. Scharpf (1999a) argues on
these lines about the effects of a European referendum, that could allow a
majority of citizens living in wealthy countries to deny redistributive mea-
sures beneficial to European Union regions mainly of the South (and soon
of the East). In order to confer legitimacy to decisions, majority rule must
be legitimate too (Scharpf 1999b).

18. In a number of Swiss communes the right to award citizenship to foreign
residents was shifted (frequently through initiatives by petition) from repre-
sentative bodies to the electorate. This repeatedly led to a racist selection
process in which Italians have no difficulty in obtaining a Swiss passport,
but Swiss citizenship is systematically denied to residents from Turkey or
the former Yugoslavia.
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Once upon a time in a small democratic country, something very strange 
happened. There was an election, and when the votes were counted, it 
turned out that the number of valid votes barely amounted to 25 percent 
of all those cast. The party of the right won 13 percent, the party of the 
center 9 percent, and the party of the left 2.5 percent or so. There were a 
few spoiled ballots, but all the others, around three-quarters of all those 
cast, had simply been left blank. The political establishment was deeply 
upset. Why had citizens voted “blank”? What did they want? How had 
the “blankers” planned this and managed to organize themselves? 

The government’s frantic attempts to get its hands on the ringleaders 
of the blank-vote conspiracy ended in frustration and despair. It turned 
out that behind the blank votes were neither ideologists nor organizers. 
Nor was it a conspiracy, having been neither planned nor prepared. It 
was not even tweeted. The only rational explanation was that a majority 
of the people at one and the same time (and each separately from all the 
others) had arrived at the idea of dropping a blank ballot into the urn. As 
a result, there was no one for the government to negotiate with, no one 
to arrest, and no one to target with efforts at blackmail or cooptation. 
After a week of anxiety, the authorities reran the election. But this time, 
83 percent of the ballots were left blank. 

This is an abridged version of a tale that first appeared in the Portu-
guese author José Saramago’s 2004 novel Seeing. Now, however, some-
thing like this fictional “blank-ballot rebellion” has spread to the real 
world. The discontented ranks of those whom U.S. columnist Thomas 
Friedman calls “the square people” seem to have burst spontaneously 
upon the scene, occupying a space apart from both governments and 
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traditional oppositions.1 The “square” could be Tahrir Square in Cairo, 
Independence Square in Kyiv, Taksim Square in Istanbul, the Avenue 
Habib Bourguiba in Tunis, Bolotnaya Square in Moscow, Rothschild 
Boulevard in Tel Aviv, the Puerta del Sol in Madrid, Syntagma Square 
in Athens, Zuccotti Park in Lower Manhattan, Altamira Square in Cara-
cas, or any of a number of other places like them. In more than seventy 
countries around the world,2 people have turned out in public to mount 
sizeable, sustained protests that ignore political parties, distrust the 
mainstream media, have few if any specific leaders, and mostly leave 
formal organization aside, relying instead on the Internet and ad hoc as-
semblies for collective debate and decision making.

This new wave of vocal dissatisfaction is not gathered behind any 
particular ideology or clear set of demands. In Friedman’s words, it con-
sists mostly of young people “aspiring to a higher standard of living and 
more liberty . . . connected to one another either by massing in squares 
or through virtual squares or both, and united less by a common program 
and more by a shared direction they want their societies to go.”

Epidemics of protest (to list just a few) broke out in the Arab world 
(starting with Tunisia) in late 2010 and early 2011, Russia in late 2011 
and into 2012, Turkey in 2013, Ukraine late that year and into early 
2014, and Venezuela starting in February 2014. Each angry demonstra-
tion was angry in its own way and for its own local reasons, but the 
protests add up to a worldwide phenomenon that has changed many of 
our ideas about what the future will look like. The protests have been 
massive affairs joined by hundreds of thousands of people. From July 
through October 2011, Israel was witness to the largest grassroots mo-
bilization in its history. More than two-million people took part in the 
Spanish protests that same year, and more than three million joined the 
Brazilian protests of 2013. These demonstrations evoked significant 
sympathy among the general public and captured the imaginations of 
many young people. “There can be little doubt,” wrote Google’s Eric 
Schmidt, “that the new future will be full of revolutionary movements, 
as communication technologies enable new connections and generate 
more room for expression.” But, he added, “We will see fewer revolu-
tionary outcomes.”3

The protesters showed open hostility toward institutions and voiced 
their mistrust of both the market and the state. In the past, protest move-
ments tended to be about emancipation—advocating rights of workers, 
women, or minorities—and their street marches were aimed at gain-
ing access to and representation within state institutions. The current 
movements flow from a different sentiment. They are driven not by un-
represented groups that want to enter the institutions, but rather by a 
new generation of rebels who aspire to do without existing institutions 
altogether. “It wasn’t because occupiers brought the politicians specific 
demands and proposals” that they made a difference, insisted Occupy 
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Wall Street activist David Graeber. “Instead, they’d created a crisis of 
legitimacy within the entire system by providing a glimpse of what real 
democracy might be like.”4

Mistrusting institutions, the protesters were flatly uninterested in tak-
ing power. Their revolt was not against the government, but against be-
ing governed. This spirit of libertarianism, or even of “anarchism with a 
small a,” is what Occupy Wall Street had in common with the Egyptian 
uprising against dictator Hosni Mubarak. But while the protests suc-
ceeded in fueling the anti-institutional imagination of some, they fueled 
other citizens’ fears of chaos and anarchy, allowing governments to por-
tray the protesters’ urge for direct democracy as a threat to public order.

How can we make sense of all these protests? Do they signal a radical 
change in the practice of politics, or are they mere blips on the screen of 
public life, spectacular but ultimately insignificant eruptions of public 
anger? Why have the protests emerged in democratic and nondemocratic 
countries alike? And what makes the politics of disruption so evidently 
attractive across so many different societies?

Democracies and Nondemocracies Alike

The more than seventy countries touched by major political protests 
over the last five years include autocracies such as Mubarak’s Egypt and 
Ben Ali’s Tunisia, but also democracies such as the United Kingdom 
and India. Some, such as Israel, are prosperous; others, such as Bos-
nia, are poor and depressed. Some are big (Russia), but some (Bosnia 
again) are small. In most of them, social inequality is growing, though 
this is not always so—in Brazil it is shrinking. Protests have broken 
out in countries that are reeling from the global economic crisis of the 
late 2000s and its aftereffects—Greece and Spain spring to mind—but 
have also erupted in places such as Turkey, whose emerging economy 
continued to hum along at a high growth rate, barely fazed by global 
economic troubles. 

If it is remarkable that the protest wave hit democracies and nondem-
ocracies alike, it is also remarkable that governments both democratic and 
nondemocratic have tended to respond in eerily similar ways. Many have 
rushed to discredit protests as unspontaneous and as coming not from the 
people but from disaffected elites. In places as politically diverse as author-
itarian Russia, electorally democratic Turkey, semidemocratic Ukraine, 
and EU member state Bulgaria, it was as if the responses emanated from a 
common script. It is unsurprising that strongman or would-be strongman 
figures such as Russia’s Vladimir Putin, Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdo¢gan, 
and Ukraine’s Viktor Yanukovych would air wild conspiracy theories 
blaming protests on U.S.-sponsored “foreign agents” (Russia), a murky 
“interest-rate lobby” seeking to profit from disorder (Turkey), or local fas-
cists and Western-manipulated business oligarchs (Ukraine). But to hear 
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democratic leaders such as Sergei Stanishev—a former prime minister of 
Bulgaria and currently the head of the Party of European Socialists in the 
European Parliament—calling protesters the hirelings of shadowy oligar-
chic interests has been something else altogether. Nor has any government 
proven especially shy about using the police to contain (or, in some cases, 
attack) protests. The common message coming from the authorities has 
been not so much “trust us”—most know that such an appeal would be 
pointless—but rather “do not trust anybody.” And in both democracies and 
nondemocracies, governments have used the protests to split society into 
rival camps and frighten citizens with the specter of chaos and anarchy. 

It is easy to understand why citizens of a country where the right to 
elect one’s leaders is effectively denied would look to street protests as 
a source of social and political change. But why would citizens of coun-
tries with free and fair elections do so? This is one of the critical ques-
tions that the current protest wave raises. Could it be that in many places 
elections, those occasions par excellence for voters to make their will 
felt, have now ironically become little more than a collective celebration 
of popular powerlessness, leaving citizens feeling that they need some 
other and more meaningful way of making their wishes known? 

The rising popularity of the term “managed democracy” is suggestive. 
The concept is a slippery one: Different political actors use it for differ-
ent reasons in order to describe widely varying regimes. Putin’s apolo-
gists euphemistically call his authoritarian regime, which uses rigged 
elections to legitimize the Kremlin’s power over society, a “managed 
democracy.” Critics of the EU’s democracy deficit condemn “managed 
democracy” when they complain that citizens of some member states 
have had key decisions taken from their hands by EU requirements that 
matters such as budget deficits must be “constitutionalized” or handed 
over to unelected bodies. The term has also been taken to apply to Hong 
Kong, with its mixture of competitive electoral politics and institutions 
designed to give Chinese Communist Party authorities in Beijing a huge 
say over Hong Kong’s affairs. And some worry that the growing power 
of money in politics is turning the United States into yet another kind of 
“managed democracy.” 

This array of usages is instructive because it puts into question the 
idea of a clear distinction between democratic and nondemocratic re-
gimes. In doing so, it requires us to reflect on the practical implications 
of two powerful but contradictory trends that are shaping global politics 
today. As information and communication technologies spread, public 
life is becoming more democratized and individuals are becoming more 
empowered. People can know more with greater speed and organize 
themselves more quickly and easily than ever before, raising a threat to 
authoritarian regimes. At the same time, however, the rise of “Big Data” 
in politics is allowing governments and large corporations to gather, 
organize, and instantly access nearly unlimited amounts of information 
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about the preferences and behavior patterns of citizens. The possibilities 
for manipulation (sometimes traveling under the benign-sounding label 
of “nudging”) and even coercion are obvious, as is the threat thereby 
posed to the foundations of democracy. Both nudging elites and pro-
testing masses have this in common: The new information technologies 
facilitate their activities, and neither group finds the people’s prefer-
ences as expressed through the ballot box to be of more than minor im-
portance. Elites approach elections as opportunities for manipulating the 
people rather than listening to them (Big Data makes voting marginal as 
a source of feedback), while protesters prefer to use elections as occa-
sions for demonstrations rather than as tools to shape policy. 

Elections: Celebrations of Powerlessness?

Sex is not love and elections are not democracy, but no one can un-
derstand the mystery of love without understanding the nature of sexual 
attraction, and no one can understand democracy without grasping what 
the practice of holding elections is supposed to mean. Democracy calls 
for simultaneously restraining the intensity of political actors and over-
dramatizing the political game. Democracy is supposed to spur the apa-
thetic to take an interest in public life, while also cooling the passions 
of zealots. Mobilizing the passive while pacifying the outraged is at the 
heart of elections. But elections also ask us to judge politicians on the 
basis not of what they have done, but of what they promise to do. In this 
sense, elections are a machine for the production of collective dreams. 
Ban elections, and you agree either to live in a present where the future 
is absent or to embrace a future that is decreed to you by the state. Elec-
tions aim at leaving the future open. They bring change; they do not 
foreclose it. 

Alexis de Tocqueville was one of the first to suggest that the dis-
course of crisis is the native language of any genuine democracy. Demo-
cratic politics, he observed, needs drama. “As the election approaches,” 
he wrote, “intrigues become more active, agitation more lively and more 
widespread. . . . The entire nation falls into a feverish state. . . . As soon 
as fortune has pronounced . . . everything becomes calm, and the river, 
one moment overflowed, returns peacefully to its bed.”5 

As David Runciman has written, “Tocqueville discovered on his 
American journey [that] democratic life is a succession of crises that 
turn out to be nothing of the sort.”6 Democracy operates by framing the 
normal as catastrophic, while promising that all crises are surmountable. 
Democratic politics functions as a nationwide therapy session in which 
voters are confronted with their worst nightmares—demographic col-
lapse, economic crisis, environmental catastrophe, a new war—but are 
persuaded that they have the power to avert the devastation. When the 
elections are over, the world will magically return to normal. Is it sur-
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prising, then, that politicians and the media portray almost every elec-
tion as a turning point—as a choice that will define the fate of the nation 
for the next generation? 

Democratic politics is impossible without the persistent oscillation 
between the excessive dramatization and the trivialization of the prob-
lems that we face. Elections lose their power if they fail to produce an 
overblown sense of crisis while at the same time inspiring an optimistic 
sense that the crisis can be solved. As Stephen Holmes likes to say, for 
elections to work, the stakes must be neither too high nor too low. If 
what is at stake is individual survival, it would be unrealistic to expect 
the election game to succeed. Recent developments in Afghanistan and 
Iraq demonstrate that when the stakes become too high, people reach 
for bullets rather than ballots. And yet, if nothing of consequence is to 
be decided on election day—if voting loses its “drama”—why should 
anyone bother to go to the polls?

Some European countries stand today as classic examples of a crisis 
of democracy brought on by overly low stakes. Why should the Greeks 
or the Portuguese turn out to vote when they know perfectly well that, in 
the wake of the troubles associated with the euro, the policies of the next 
government will be just the same as those of the current one? In the days 
of the Cold War, citizens could resort to the urns with the expectation 
that their votes would decide their country’s fate—whether it would stay 
part of the West or join the East, or whether private industry would be 
nationalized. Large, imposing questions were the order of the day. To-
day, the differences between left and right have essentially evaporated, 
and voting has become more about one’s tastes than about anything that 
deserves the name of ideological conviction. 

Elections not only are losing their capacity to capture the popular 
imagination, they are failing to effectively overcome crises. People have 
begun to lose interest in them. There is a widespread suspicion that they 
have become a fool’s game. It is true that elections have spread to more 
countries and in many places are freer and fairer than ever before; but 
though we vote more often than in the past, elections are no longer mo-
bilizing the passive and pacifying the outraged. The decline of electoral 
turnout in Western democracies over the last thirty years, along with 
the eruption of mass political protests over the last five, is a powerful 
manifestation of the crisis. In most of Europe, elections have become 
an afterthought. Moreover, they now give birth to governments that are 
saddled with massive public distrust as soon as they take office.

The problem with elections is not simply that they leave the under-
privileged underrepresented. When it comes to actually governing, elec-
tions matter less not only because the policy choices have been nar-
rowed, but because elections no longer “manufacture” majorities and 
policy mandates. The fragmentation of the public sphere has turned 
modern democracies into places of vanishing majorities. In 2012, among 
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the 34 members of the OECD, only four featured a government backed 
by an absolute majority of parliament. And as elections fail to produce 
clear majorities and unambiguous policy mandates, voters come to be-
lieve that they no longer need to feel obligated to support the govern-

ment for which they have voted. The 
problem is exacerbated by the reality 
that parties, even when in the govern-
ment, have a hard time making good 
on their promises. 

The paradoxical effect of the loss 
of drama in elections is their muta-
tion into a ritual that has more to do 
with humiliating the party in power 
than with expressing confidence in 
the opposition. These days it would 
be miraculous to find a government 
that enjoys the support of a popular 

majority for even a year after being elected. Consider the dramatic de-
cline in support suffered by French president François Hollande. His 
approval rating has plummeted to 13 percent since he outpolled incum-
bent Nicolas Sarkozy in May 2012, even as nothing all that unusual 
has been going on in France. Hollande’s case suggests that the relation-
ship between the government and its supporters, which once resembled 
an unhappy but solid Catholic marriage, is now more like a one-night 
stand. Voters simply do not see their ballot as a long-term contract with 
the party that they have chosen. No longer predicated on one’s expec-
tations of the future, voting is now largely a judgment based on past 
performance. 

Unsurprisingly, studies show that the advantages enjoyed by incum-
bents in Europe are disappearing. Governments are collapsing more 
quickly than before, and they are being reelected less often.7 “No one is 
truly elected anymore,” the French political thinker Pierre Rosanvallon 
argues. “Those in power no longer enjoy the confidence of the voters; 
they merely reap the benefits of distrust of their opponents and prede-
cessors.”8 

There is another perverse effect of this diminution of drama: Elec-
tions are failing to demobilize the opposition. Traditionally, electoral 
victory meant that the winning party would be allowed to govern. Like 
wars, elections had clear winners and losers, and the winners imposed 
their agenda—at least during the first part of their mandate. Oppositions 
could dream of revenge but would have found it ill advised to prevent 
the government from governing. All these received wisdoms are chang-
ing. When governing parties fail to win majorities or lose them on Day 
2, it should not come as a shock to find that oppositions feel less obliged 
than they once did to treat the voters’ verdict as final. The proliferation 
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of elections (parliamentary, local, regional, and presidential), the per-
vasiveness of public-opinion polls, and the new appetite for referenda 
make it easy for the opposition to claim that the government has lost its 
popular mandate. 

The existence of minority governments makes those minorities that 
are in opposition unwilling to concede defeat. As the results of elections 
become less consequential, politics becomes more confrontational. The 
more governments are constrained (by the IMF, the EU, or investors and 
the bond market) from changing economic policies, the more political 
competition comes to revolve around identity issues. When voters real-
ize that they cannot punish the bankers without hurting themselves, the 
finger of blame shifts to immigrants. In sum, voters no longer see elec-
tions as vehicles for mandating change, and governments no longer see 
them as effective sources of the ability to govern. 

The Middle-Class Dilemma

Are popular protests a new institution meant to control politicians 
between elections? Or are they an alternative to electoral politics? And 
why is the middle class losing trust in elections? If we want to grasp 
the nature of the current protest wave, we need to look more closely at 
the consequences of the decline in citizens’ belief that elections decide 
policies.

Historically, the rise of middle-class political influence has been 
bound up with the struggle for universal suffrage. Elections have been 
for the middle class what chess has been for the Russians or extramarital 
affairs for the French—a game they know how to win. The middle class 
felt at ease when people could vote in free and fair elections, as it was 
capable of assembling social coalitions and promoting its own interests 
and values. “Mistress of all” is how Tocqueville portrayed the middle 
class. We have thus learned to expect that, when the middle class takes 
to the streets, it will demand free and fair elections. But we can no lon-
ger be sure that the middle class’s affection for elections remains. Rus-
sia, Thailand, Turkey, and Bulgaria present four interesting cases. They 
send vastly contrasting messages with respect to democracy, elections, 
and the political influence of the middle class.

In Russia in December 2011, after a questionably conducted parlia-
mentary contest, the middle class hit the streets to demand that elec-
tions should be free and fair. Everyone acknowledged that Putin’s party 
would most likely have won even the cleanest elections, but the point, 
thought middle-class Russians, was not to take power but to challenge 
the legitimacy of Putin’s regime. In Thailand, the middle class’s de-
mand was “no elections.” They insisted on an “appointed committee” to 
fix Thai politics, and trumpeted the slogan “Reform before elections.” 
In the end, they got the May 2014 military coup, and they have been 
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happy to endorse it. In Turkey, the Gezi Park protests (which erupted in 
May 2013 over Erdo¢gan’s plans to fell trees and reduce the green space 
around Taksim Square at the heart of Istanbul’s heavily built-up modern 
downtown) led to far-reaching criticisms of the prime minister and de-
mands for his government’s resignation. Oddly, however, protesters did 
not call for early elections, for they doubted that they were speaking for 
most voters. The strong performance of the prime minister’s party in the 
2014 local elections confirmed these doubts. The Gezi Park protests had 
not been about forming an electoral majority, but instead had been an 
attempt to draw some limits around the power of such a majority. 

Bulgaria’s case was the most puzzling. There, tens of thousands of 
people (impressive numbers in a country of only 7.3 million) filled So-
fia’s main boulevard in mid-2013 to protest the naming of a notorious 
oligarch to head the national anticorruption agency. According to opin-
ion polls, fully 70 percent of the public supported the demonstrators. 
Their movement did passionately cry out for fresh elections, but in the 
same polls that revealed the massive support behind them, most respon-
dents (including the majority that backed early elections) said that they 
nonetheless considered themselves unlikely to vote owing to a lack of 
any parties or candidates worth endorsing. 

The new ambivalence of the middle classes toward elections has drawn 
a number of different explanations. And of course, circumstances differ 
from one country and part of the world to another, and local circumstances 
matter. Still, there remains a clear global trend toward elections becoming 
less decisive. The world-spanning middle class borne aloft by the spread 
of markets and consumption—the class that Francis Fukuyama views as 
the engine driving the current global protest surge9—mistrusts elections 
because it does not believe in government. It does not want to be part of 
the government, and so finds it difficult to form winning political coali-
tions. It feels threatened (one can see this very clearly in Thailand) by a 
coalition comprising oligarchs and the impoverished masses who still see 
the state as the major source of their well-being. 

There is an emotional tone to these protests that is both aspirational 
and defensive. Many “middle-class” demonstrators are protesting not 
because they are middle class, but because they want to be. That is, they 
feel themselves to be middle class in terms of education and values, 
but they find themselves being forced to live through parlous economic 
times. Incomes are pinched, good jobs may be scarce, and even those 
whose assets do put them firmly in the middle class are heavily indebt-
ed. Looked at through the lens of these circumstances, protests appear 
as attempts to safeguard and assert the middle-class individual’s status 
in an all-too-often unfriendly world. Political activism compensates for 
the economic impossibility of being middle class in the midst of an in-
tractable downturn or a long period of stubbornly slow growth.

Protesting empowers and voting frustrates because capturing the gov-
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ernment no longer guarantees that things will change. Elections are los-
ing their central role in democratic politics because citizens no longer 
believe that their government is actually doing the governing, and also 
because they do not know whom to blame for their misfortunes. The 
more transparent our societies become, the more difficult it is for citi-
zens to decide where to direct their anger. We live in a society of “in-
nocent criminals,” where governments prefer to trumpet their impotence 
rather than their power.

Take the question of rising inequality. If one wants to criticize it, 
who or what is to be held responsible: The market? The government? 
New technologies? Can any government do much to reduce inequality 
without destroying its country’s ability to compete in the global mar-
ketplace? The futile attempts of several leftist governments to raise the 
taxes paid by the super-rich potently underline the constraints that any 
government today must face when it comes to economic policy. 

Instead of seeking to topple the government, then, should we pity it? 
Voters feel helpless today because the politicians whom they elect are 
candid about their loss of power. As someone wrote on a wall in Bra-
zil: “I am tired of austerity, I want promises!” This captured something 
fundamental. In a democratic politics without alternatives, politicians 
try to make a virtue out of not making any promises. But a stance of 
“no promises” translates into less power for the voters. Democracy is 
nurtured by promises: Politicians who fail to make any cannot be held 
accountable. “I never promised you anything” is usually a line in pulp 
romance novels. After hearing it, the only thing the poor jilted one can 
do is run away and cry. 

In his remarkable 2006 book Counter-Democracy, Rosanvallon antici-
pates the emergence of leaderless protest as an instrument for transform-
ing democracy in the twenty-first century. Step by step, he claims, the 
“positive democracy of elections and legal institutions” will be surround-
ed by the “negative sovereignty of civil society.”10 The people will assert 
their sovereignty as the power to refuse. Do not expect politicians preach-
ing long-range visions or political movements pushing inspirational col-
lective projects. Do not expect political parties that will command the 
loyalty of their followers and capture the imagination of the citizenry. The 
democracy of the future will look very different. People will step into the 
limelight only to reject certain policies or debunk particular politicians. 
The core social conflicts that structure political life will be between the 
people and the elite—not between the left and the right but between the 
bottom and the top. The new democracy will be a democracy of rejection. 

The new political man has no illusions about the effectiveness of 
government, but he nonetheless believes that the people have a respon-
sibility to control it. The passion for transparency and the obsession with 
accountability are natural reactions to the fraying of representation. 

A number of commentators were quick to view the mass protests as 
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a kind of NGO revolution. In some respects they are right. Many of the 
protest activists were socialized in the NGO community, and their stress 
on transparency and oversight comes straight from the NGO playbook. 
Yet the age of protest also may mark the twilight of the NGOs, which 
could become the period’s big losers. The anti-institutional message 
of the protests drives the younger generation toward Internet-centered 
activism and distracts them from thinking organizationally. Moreover, 
since many governments doubt the spontaneous nature of the protests 
and are constantly seeking their alleged masterminds, NGOs are easy 
culprits. Not surprisingly, in numerous cases (that of Putin’s Russia is 
perhaps the most notorious) governments have responded to protests by 
slapping harsh new restrictions on NGOs.

Neither Revolution nor Reform

Is the anti-institutional ethos of the protests and the antipolitical na-
ture of their politics a strength or a weakness? Did the protests suc-
ceed or did they fail? Could disruption be a better instrument for radical 
change than either revolution or reform?

 It is not easy to answer these questions. If the recent massive out-
burst of social fury might be considered a revolution, as many claim, 
it is a strange kind of revolution. In the twentieth century, revolutions 
still had ideological labels. They were “communist” like Lenin’s, “fas-
cist” like Mussolini’s, or “Islamic” like Khomeini’s. Today’s protests, 
by contrast, sound like exercises in corporate branding: We have “Face-
book” or “Twitter” revolutions and “Blackberry” riots. They have cap-
tured the public imagination without generating any new ideologies or 
charismatic leaders. These protests will be remembered for videos, not 
manifestos; happenings, not speeches; conspiracy theories, not political 
tracts. They stand as a distinctive form of participation without repre-
sentation.

Although they do not claim power, they do offer an effective strategy 
of citizen empowerment in the age of globalization. In a world where 
governments are less powerful than before, corporations are more mo-
bile, and political parties are bereft of the capacity to build a political 
identity around visions of the future, the power of citizens derives from 
their ability to disrupt. It is characteristic that protesters in most cases 
decided to disrupt public order not by striking, but by occupying public 
spaces. It was not the worker or the student who stood at the center of 
the protests, but the idealized citizen. Protests succeeded at influencing 
politics beyond national borders and at subverting any sense of security 
among the elites. Unlike elections, protests were able to represent ef-
fectively the intensity of public sentiment, and in country after country 
hostility to elites was at that sentiment’s heart.

The protests showed that things could change. Even when not advo-



16 Journal of Democracy

cating anything concrete, the protests asserted the possibility of change 
and thus accomplished something that elections once did—they kept the 
future open. The people who occupied the squares got a sense of power 
that was absent in the voting booth. The protests also created commu-

nity, with participants often mak-
ing their protest activities a basis of 
their political identity. Protests have 
gained a wider popularity. A study 
of public attitudes in Russia a year 
after the protest movement’s defeat 
demonstrates this best. Although po-
litical mobilization has declined in 
Moscow and other centers of protest 
activity, there has been a doubling 
of the numbers of those outside 
these centers who assert that, should 
they find their interests threatened, 
they will rise up.11

Protests have been better than elections at triggering splits within elite 
ranks, both nationally and internationally. Elites fear nothing more than 
angry crowds without leaders or demands. Mass protests immediately di-
vide the elite between those who want to engage and those who want to 
crush, between those who want to talk with the protesters and those who 
would rather arrest them. And while elections barely make a ripple in the 
international media, really large protests can grab world headlines. The 
protests also undermine elite solidarity on the international level. It is 
easier for democratic governments in the West to accept unfair elections 
than to endorse the violent crushing of mass protests. 

Protests constitute a rebellion against the institutions of representa-
tive democracy, but without offering any alternatives. Even their clear 
preference for nonviolence is telling here, for it reflects among other 
things a fear of representation and hierarchy. Indeed, as soon as violence 
broke out around the EuroMaidan protests in Ukraine, organized para-
military groups seized the moment. Success in armed struggle requires 
saying goodbye to the notion of a leaderless revolution. When it comes 
to fighting, as when it comes to voting (which after all is a competition 
that is meant to offer the decisive result of a trial at arms without its 
bloodshed), these new protest movements can quickly melt away. 

Mass protests are meant to take on (in a nonviolent way) the role 
that violent insurrections historically have played. Like mass insurrec-
tions, mass protests testify that the sovereign people exists and is angry. 
Protests function as an alternative to elections in that they develop an 
alternative way of representing the people. To play their symbolic role, 
the protests have to fulfill certain criteria. They must not only involve 
huge numbers of people, but must also be spontaneous and not orga-

The global wave of protests 
thus has not marked the 
return of revolutionary 
politics. Like elections, 
protests serve to keep 
revolution, with its 
message of a radically 
different future, at an 
unbridgeable distance. 
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nized by any political party. They should also bring together people 
who in normal political life would never be seen in one another’s com-
pany (Facebooking Egyptian students and face-bearded Egyptian salaf-
ists, for instance). The protesters typically reject the idea of forming a 
political party or parties, and often even eschew the framing of political 
alternatives. The language of protest must be that of morality rather than 
policy. In short, protests are a revolt against the elites, but the protesters 
(whether they acknowledge this or not) leave it to those same elites to 
decide what will happen next.

The protesters in their pronouncements passionately reject the idea 
of a politics without possibility, but the protests themselves in fact add 
up to a form of acceptance of this new reality. None of the major protest 
movements has come out with a platform for changing the world—or 
even the economy. In this sense, we may be looking less at a possible 
engine of revolutionary activity against capitalism than at one of capital-
ism’s safety valves. 

The global wave of protests thus has not marked the return of revo-
lutionary politics. Like elections, protests serve to keep revolution, with 
its message of a radically different future, at an unbridgeable distance. 
With the passage of time, it is becoming increasingly hard to decide 
which protests really succeeded. Two years after the massive demon-
strations in Moscow, Putin remains in the Kremlin and Russia is even 
less democratic than before. In Egypt, the army is back in power and 
violently settling accounts with the Muslim Brotherhood, while many 
of those who two years ago were demanding elections are now praising 
the generals’ July 2013 takeover as “the people’s coup.” In the United 
States, Occupy Wall Street vanished as dramatically as it had appeared. 
In Greece, resistance against austerity policies has waned. In Turkey, as 
we have seen, Erdo¢gan’s side handily won the elections that followed 
the Gezi Park eruptions. The protest wave in Bulgaria has left the public 
feeling even more desperate and mistrustful than before. The protests 
everywhere succeeded in disrupting the political status quo, but they 
also helped the elites to relegitimize their power by, in effect, demon-
strating that there is no real alternative to them.

The politics of protest signals the twilight of both the classic idea of 
revolution and the notion of political reformism. Revolutions are driven 
by ideologies and seek desperately to capture governing power—real 
revolutionaries have ideas and want to win at virtually any cost. Neither 
of these things was true of recent protests and protesters. With their lack 
of ideology and concrete demands, they were literally rebels without a 
cause. Political reformism accepts that the world is imperfect, but also 
believes that it is improvable. It seeks to work through institutions and 
not against them. Small steps and gradual changes based on insights and 
trial and error, the reformist canon tells us, mark the best path to po-
litical improvement. In its classic version, reformism combines changes 
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from within and on high with political pressure from outside and below. 
It utilizes elections as instruments for political change. Reformism was 
the strategy behind the success of Western societies in the last century, 
but reformism is not what our recent protesters are looking for. 

The democracy of protests turns its back on both revolution and re-
formism. The bloody record of revolutionary governments over the last 
two centuries has left revolution discredited, while reformism appears 
insufficiently radical. The protesters subscribe to the notion that politi-
cal gains for the underprivileged flow less often from reformism (which 
is too weak and unexciting a brew for their taste, anyway) than from 
calamities and disruptions in the fabric of the social order such as wars 
and revolutions. The democracy of protests is therefore built around an 
alternating succession of breaches and restorations of public order.

The recent protest wave seems to have the most affinity with what 
another French political thinker, Martin Breaugh, calls “the plebeian ex-
perience.”12 It is an eruption of civic energy that does not crystallize into 
political parties or organizations, but leaves traces and keeps alive the 
hope that the world can be changed as a result of the collective action of 
citizens. It is a moment, not a movement. It is an explosion of political 
subjectivity, and like any explosion, it by definition cannot be sustained.

In many respects, the current revolt against political representation 
resembles the situation in ancient Rome, where the plebs would occa-
sionally quit the city, trooping out of Rome en masse in order to encamp 
atop a hill a few miles away as a means of expressing their civic anger. 
“There without any leader,” writes Livy, the great chronicler of the Ro-
man Republic, “their camp being fortified with a rampart and trench, 
remaining quiet, taking nothing but what was necessary for sustenance, 
they kept themselves for several days, neither being attacked, nor at-
tacking others. Great was the panic in the city, and through mutual fear 
all was suspense.”13 

These Roman secessions were different from conspiracies and civil 
wars. They were less about changing rulers (though at times, as on this 
occasion in 494 B.C.E., new offices with new powers might be created) 
and more about agreeing on the principles according to which power 
would be wielded. As Livy indicates, the plebs agreed to return to the 
city, which could not survive without them, only when a senatorial 
envoy named Menenius Agrippa managed to fashion a narrative—by 
means of a famous parable about the stomach and the other members of 
the body (politic)—that recognized the plebs’ significance to society as 
well as their power.14

Protests are unpredictable. Unpredictability is the source of their politi-
cal effectiveness but also the source of their weakness. Governments will 
never know when people might stir themselves to occupy the squares and 
thereby present the government with the awkward problem of a leader-
less and hence unbribable popular uprising. But citizens will never know 
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whether and under what precise conditions their fellows will prove them-
selves ready to mass in the streets once more. What if the public interest 
is violated, but not blatantly enough to overcome the deflating forces of 
civic apathy and inertia? It is good then to have some more reliable resort 
than protests. For what if you hold a protest and no one comes? 
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Introduction 
 
This paper is addressing political, social and economic issues, underpinning political tensions 
of 2007-2008 in Georgia. Because Georgia is a country with the unfinished system 
transformation, these tensions are caused not only by the content of existing or possible 
policies, but also by system issues. Dealing with politics, each member of society may put two 
interlinked but essentially different questions. One is about “what”, and the other is about 
“how”. What do I get from the government, and how can I influence it to get more? Are the 
governmental policies providing me with the employment opportunity or not, is a kind of 
question, addressing the “what” problem. Should I become an ally of national movement to 
defend my employment, or it may be protected by legal regulations, is a question of “how” 
spectrum. Both questions may cause a political tensions, as they are dividing society in 
winners and losers, however the first one is about individual and social well-being, while the 
other is about institutional democratization. Despite that both problems are relevant to the 
events of 2007-2008, there are two strikingly different ways of seeing their importance and 
role from the side of the government and from the side of opposition. The government tends to 
emphasize the first one, “what”, and to demonstrate their ability in exercising more “care” 
about society, while the opposition is concentrated on “how” question and struggles against 
the political inequality and injustice, calling for further democratization of the country. To 
recall famous definition of democracy, according to whit democracy is a popular rule “for the 
people and by the people”, the government is about the first-  “for the people”, while the 
opposition is about the second - “by the people”. 
 
While both problems are relevant to explain a nature of existing tensions and predict their 
future development, the second one seems to have more long-lasting effects on the overall 
future of Georgia. It is closely linked to the institutional transformation that continues in 
Georgia since the independence, which has not achieved yet a form of a stable equilibrium. 
Internal logics of old and new institutions, being them political, economic or social, are 
competing with each other in informal way, creating a “gray areas” of uncertainty and 
opportunistic behavior in between. There are essentially two possible ways of institutional 
consolidation out of this transitional situation. Virtuous circles of democratization, fair market 
competition and civil solidarity may emerge from these uncertainties, reinforcing 
consolidation of correspondent behavioral norms in society and leading in a long run to the 
pro-European development of the country. Or vicious circles of corruption, inequality, 
authoritarian rule and clientelist, oligarchy-based economy may prevail, pushing country back 
to the consolidated arrangement of a typical post-Soviet regime. Most of former Soviet 
republics followed this way, while Georgia is still struggling to escape from it.  
 
Virtuous and vicious circles of institutional consolidation have a re-enforcing effect on an 
individual behavior; it is widely believed, that evolution from one to another is less possible; 
in order to change the prevailing rules of the game, society has to make a “jump”, a quick 
move from one circle to another. The Rose Revolution was perceived as a kind of such jump. 
However, despite that the Rose Revolution of 2003 was perceived as a rupture with the soviet 
past and clearly declared adherence to the new era of development, a new wave of political 
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tensions made salient a controversial charakter of institutional arrangements achieved so far.  
Since 2004 most of political and economic arrangements were suffering from the conflict 
between the declared formal institutional reforms and informal struggle for influence and 
power. On one hand, the authorities had to fulfill pro-democratic and pro-market reforms –as 
they promised, and thus to weaken their own leverages of power, based on the old-styled 
Soviet legacies; on the other hand they needed to increase their power in order to reinforce 
radical changes in many areas. This conflict of interests while existing since the 2003 became 
very salient during the events of 2007-2008, when the regime faced the first real challenge to 
its political leadership. Methods, used by the regime clearly indicated that the conflict of 
interests was resolved in favor of staying in power. 
 
The fact that the political crisis that started in 2007 has not been resolved yet indicates that the 
institutional uncertainty will continue. Neither the opposition achieved any success that may 
help society to make a new jump towards democratization; neither the government resorted to 
the open authoritarian rule. Despite that electoral struggles are over, the situation remains 
unresolved and thus further direction of changes unclear, as the stable equilibrium of one or 
another kind not achieved. 
 
 
Elections of 2008, presidential and parliamentary in brief 
 
Extraordinary presidential elections, January 2008, as well as parliamentary, May 2008 were 
appointed in response of the political crisis, which took its start in September 2007. Before 
that the discontent of the great share of the Georgian public manifested itself in periodic, 
small-scale protest actions and acute criticism of the acting government. This discontent took 
a condensed form after the TV interview of the former Defense Minister Irakli Okruashvili. In 
this interview he accused the government and Micheil Saakashvili in particular in a row of 
grave crimes. Instead of starting essential investigation on the said accusations, this scandal 
was followed by Okruashvili’s arrest. These events spurred a spontaneous large-scale protest 
action, which was held in the center of Tbilisi and which later on, turned to be the first but not 
the last protest rally of that period, directed against the government.  
 
Almost all oppositional political parties were united by this wave of the civil protest; United 
Opposition formed National Council, which became the leader of the mass protest action; the 
Council undertook coordination of further actions as well. This unity, achieved by the 9 
oppositional parties turned to be a new political reality for Georgia, where opposition has 
traditionally been characterized as having weak links with society and being rather dispersed.  
The unity was challenged later, as some of oppositional parties choose to participate in 
presidential and parliamentary elections of 2008 separately.   
 
Under the call of the opposition and under their leadership, on November 2, in Tbilisi, a 
protest demonstration was gathered in front of the parliament building, with participation of 
about 100.000 citizens. Despite the fact that the majority of the protestors were radically 
alienated to the government and expected Micheil Saakashvili’s immediate resignation, the 
opposition appealed the government by relevantly mild demands. The demands were 
formulated in a number of paragraphs. The call for holding parliamentary elections in spring 
of 2008 (when the legitimate term of the acting parliament would expire1) was most important 
of them.  
 

                                                
1  The parliament voluntarily prolonged for half a year the term on which it had been elected.             
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On November 7, the government dispersed the protest action by employing violent methods. 
Use of the force took unprecedented and unjustified scale and forms. The unjustified and 
exceeded use of power was perceived by the participants of the protest demonstration not as 
an action directed to restoration of public order but as a punitive operation. The attack against 
the protestors was crowned by the plunder of an oppositional TV channel Imedi, breaking the 
technical appliances there and eventually, by declaring the state of emergency all across the 
country. Simultaneously, the government announced accusations in high treason in address of 
the opposition, one of the party leaders was severely beaten and several other leaders of the 
parties found themselves endangered by arrest.     
 
It was only by means of active interference of the international community that after the 
events of November 7 political tensions were channeled through a considerably more civilized 
and non-repressive form. At the background of utmost indignation of Georgia’s population 
and the international community, extraordinary political decisions were needed in order to 
restore the legitimacy of the government. Under this pressure the government refrained from 
continuing political repressions against the political opposition. At night of November 8, 
President Saakashvili declared that he would resign in nearest future and in the beginning of 
January the extraordinary presidential elections would be appointed. Later on, he also agreed 
(on a basis of referendum results) to appoint parliamentary elections as well. 
 
The pre-election period from November 7 to January 5 was conducted in the most non-
competitive atmosphere. In fact, the only TV channel (Imedi) which had been independent of 
the direct governmental control, supported the opposition and broadcasted over entire territory 
of the country, was closed and has never been restored since (later on, after the death of 
Patarkatsishvili, this channel went under the indirect control of government). All other 
important TV channels were under the control of the government. It is true that the political 
repressions against the opposition party leaders were stopped in fact, under the pressure of the 
international community, yet in the regions, the party activists still experienced persecution, 
arrests and pressure. The pre-election campaign was largely characterized by the open and 
large-scale use of the administrative resource, by the pressure exercised against the businesses 
and direct bribing of the electorate, as well as by creating extremely unfavorable conditions to 
the opposition. This situation is quite well reflected in the interim reports of the OSCE and 
other observer organizations.  
 
It should be emphasized that the international community has not spared efforts for improving 
the situation with regard to providing more or less adequate and equal conditions for the 
election candidates. With regard to the election legislation the demands of the opposition were 
at least partially satisfied. The opposition was given the opportunity to appoint their own 
representatives in the election administration, which before then was completely composed of 
the governmental candidates. For the purpose of appointing the date for the parliamentary 
elections the plebiscite was held along with the presidential elections. The media-monitoring 
group under the leadership of Adam Mikhnick was set up. The practices of discrediting the 
opposition by way of publicizing the undercover telephone conversations through television 
was restricted, although the problem of massive bugging still keeps to be an acute issue. Some 
political prisoners were released from prisons.  
 
The Election Day ended without any serious destabilization or riots. It is true that the police 
and other force units either secretly or openly were mobilized to protect the interests of the 
government, but on the whole, especially in big cities, the population participated in the 
elections without any obstacles. Most serious violations occurred later, during the counting of 
votes. In a number of polling stations final results were fraud, and protests of opposition and 
observing organizations, that followed later, were not taken in consideration. Preliminary 
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results of the elections, though with a certain delay, finally were published on the website of 
the Central Elections Commission and it showed 51-53 % in Saakashvili’s favor, which was 
rather close to the threshold requiring the second round. Saakashvili lost his elections in 
Tbilisi, where the victory of the opposition candidate Levan Gachechiladze was highly 
convincing. Saakashvili also proved unable to collect 50% of votes in majority of the big 
cities either.  
 
Unfortunately, despite the protests of opposition, the second round was not appointed and 
dwelling on the doubtful results of the first round Mikheil Saakashvili was yet declared the 
winner. Opposition refused to recognize the defeat and to consider Saakashvili as a legitimate 
president. However they considered that there was still an opportunity for further electoral 
action, as the parliamentary elections were appointed for spring.  
  
The two huge manifestations that were held in Tbilisi right after the elections have proved that 
the political crisis in Georgia was still pending and hadn’t yet been overcome. The 
government offered the opposition to start cooperation and promised the posts in the newly 
composed government, but the answer on behalf of the opposition was negative.  
 
By the end of January, the United Opposition formulated a list of the demands, which to their 
understanding, should by all means be satisfied in order to give the opposition opportunity to 
participate in the upcoming elections. These demands contained changes in the Election Code, 
withdrawing the Public Broadcaster from the direct control of the government and other 
remedies as well, which would secure equal conditions for the opposition and for the ruling 
party. 
 
Negotiations between the government and the opposition on these demands, however, 
gradually went in deadlock, as the balance of power between the ruling authorities and the 
opposition changed in favor of authorities. Defeat in presidential elections and obvious 
concentration of all mechanisms of power in the hands of ruling party, as well as support from 
the international community, disappointed a big share of protesters, decreasing their activity 
and thus depleting the main resource on which the opposition may rely  -the street actions. At 
the same time the government managed to achieve constitutional majority in the parliament 
without opposition’s votes and to change the electoral system in their favor. Continuous 
hunger strike in front of the parliament against these changes did not bring a results, and the 
opposition entered the elections campaign certainly sure about forthcoming defeat.  
 
Electoral campaign, as well as the day of elections was approximately of the same quality as 
in presidential elections. Use of administrative resource, as well as direct bribing of electorate 
was widespread. There was left only one oppositional channel, Caucasia, which broadcasts 
only for Tbilisi. Electoral administration remained predominantly controlled by authorities. 
Violence against the opposition activist increased, especially during the day of elections and 
after this day. Day of elections, however, was worse in quality because of two additional 
methods that were used by authorities. False ID cards were broadly used in order to allow 
National Movement supporters to vote in those precincts, which did not correspond to their 
place of registration. Observers were often threatened, expelled from voting stations and even 
physically abused. 
 
As a result in parliamentary elections the ruling party has got about 120 sits out of 150 in the 
parliament. Three oppositional blocs/parties managed to overcome 5% threshold: United 
Opposition, Christian-democrats and Labor party. Opposition once more refused to consider 
results as legitimate. United Opposition and Labor party refused also to join newly elected 
parliament, while Christian-democrats declared that they would accept their mandates. 
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As a result of these events, Georgian society remains deeply divided and polarized into two 
camps. Most of the oppositional leaders and political parties are left out of the parliament. 
Former ally of Saakashvili and former chairman of the parliament, Nino Burdganadze, also 
left politics as a result of conflict within the National Movement, however she seems to have 
an ambitious plans for future. National movement itself is broadly renewed, facing new 
challenges from inside. At the same time economic problems are becoming more and more 
pressing, caused by internal difficulties and external challenges. The situation does not seem 
to be stable or easily predictable. Political crisis may slow down for a while but it is far from 
being resolved. 
 
 
Public political activity 
 
As it was mentioned, public activity of the population during the protest actions was 
enormously high. Holding 100 000 participants’ protest action2 does mean that about 1 million 
voters support the demand (counting about 10 supporters behind each of participants). For a 
small country like Georgia, this is a pretty high percentage of voters (about half of active 
voters). Despite the officially declared voter turnout in 2008 years elections seems quite low 
(about 53%), real voting activity of population should be considered as high, which means 
existence of a high interest towards the ongoing political events. The following chart 
demonstrates activity of population in elections over time. 
 

Table 1. Participation in presidential and parliamentary elections 

Source: official figures, Central Elections Commission 
 
This chart represents all presidential and parliamentary elections that were held in Georgia 
since 1992. Voter’s turnout, as represented by the blue line below, is more reliable, and its 
decline may be partly explained by the decrease of number of population and partly by the 
decrease in electoral fraud. Figures for the registered voters (red line above) are too high 
because of the existing methodology of voter’s registration. This methodology is caused by 
intensive external and internal migration that took place during last decades. Migration was 
not adequately monitored, nor the state has any adequate mechanism to identify factual living 
place of its citizens. As a result state authorities experience difficulties with the creation of 
voters lists3, and the voters list till now provide a problem for fighting against electoral fraud. 

                                                
2 Estimated figure for November, 2. Later actions were less numerous, as they mostly involved Tbilisi 
population. 
3 See, for example, Muskhelishvili M. Ensuring Fair Elections. In: European Neighborhood policy and Georgia. 
Analyses of independent experts. Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, Cordaid, OSGF, Tbilisi, 2007 
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Participation figures demonstrate, that political activity of population during last years keeps 
more or less constant. The figures for participation are still somehow higher than the real 
turnout because of the still existing electoral fraud. Exact figures for this fraud are difficult to 
identify, however indirect estimations suggest that they were bigger for parliamentary 
elections than for the presidential one. That means that the decline in voter’s turnout from 
presidential to the parliamentary elections may exceed 70 000 votes difference. 
 
Decreased activity of population in parliamentary elections mostly may be explained in 
decreased activity of the oppositional voters. Certain decrease of voter’s interest towards 
parliamentary elections as compared with the presidential one may be also explained by 
general weakness of parliament as a branch of power. Real power in Georgia is associated 
with the presidential institution. That’s why public support towards the oppositional parties 
weakened after November, 2. Opposition, when calling for parliamentary elections, looked not 
enough radical in the eyes of those voters, who stand for Saakashvili resign. After January, 5, 
this support eroded even more. As the political will of the president is formatting public 
policies, while the parliament only approves them, individuals experienced difficulties in 
making sense from parliamentary elections. So, in March-April, when respondents were asked 
to name problems of the country and of their own, they did it easily, but when they were asked 
which of these problems may be resolved by the forthcoming parliamentary elections, the 
most widespread answer was “don’t know”4.  
 
 
Overall public attitudes towards development 
 
Despite that recent political activity of population has been equal, or even higher that that 
during the Rose Revolution, nature and scope of public discontent behind it has somehow 
transformed. Omnibus-styled opinion polls help to follow evolution of public opinion over 
time.  
 
As the post-soviet transformation of Georgia is labeled as “democratization”, answers to the 
question “In your opinion, how democracy is developing in Georgia” almost perfectly reflect 
the overall attitude of respondent towards the situation in the country. Table 2. demonstrates 
that Rose Revolution marked a radical jump in public opinion from the dissatisfaction (in 
1996, 2000) towards strong hope for future in 2004. Later on, however, this satisfaction 
quickly5 started to erode, while dissatisfaction increased. Insignificant fluctuation in 2007 
possibly resulted from the local elections of 2006. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
4 Data for Tbilisi, Marneuli and Zugdidi. Public perceptions. February 2008. Centre for Solidarity, Tbilisi, 2008 
(in Georgian). 
5 While examining table 2, one has to keep in mind that units across the Ox axes correspond to the number of 
surveys conducted, rather than to the number of years. If we trace evolution over time, we will see that distance 
from the highest and lowest points of dissatisfaction equates to about 8 years (from 1996 to 02.2004), while the 
opposite move so far counts for only about 3 years (from 02.2004 to 09.2007, when a last available survey took 
place). 
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Table 2 

Sources: WVS –1996, LLH-2000, IRI – 2003-2007 
 
Similar trends may be observed in other data series –answers on question “Generally 
speaking, do you think that things in Georgia are going in the right direction or wrong 
direction?”. As Table 3, and Table 4 demonstrate, post-revolutionary positive feelings about 
future eroded very quickly, and in 2005 already, according to GORBI data, negative 
evaluations prevailed. 
 

Table 3. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4. supplements Table 3. as it is based on a different data sources and includes more 
recent developments of 2005-2007 as well. It demonstrates that discontent equated to 58% 
prior to public protests in October, when only 36% believed that things were developing in 
right direction. This discontent declined sharply in December. The decline may be explained 
by November events and following developments, when significant part of society looked 
forward for 2008 elections as a way out of the situation. After 2008 elections one can expect 
that figures of discontent of population will rise once more. 
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Table 4. Generally speaking, do you think that things in Georgia are going in the 
right direction or wrong direction? 

 
Source: www.iri.org.ge , IPS for 12.2007. 
 
Comparing figures for 2003 and September 2007, one can say that public discontent before 
recent events was not that deep and unanimous as it was before the Rose Revolution. In 2003 
public opinion was almost total, while in 2007 public opinion was divided between two polls 
of optimistic and pessimistic feelings. Reasons for this difference may be explained by 
objective, as well as subjective factors. Objectively, before the Rose Revolution, Georgian 
government exercised extremely conservative policies, opposing novelties, avoiding changes, 
demonstrating very low efficiency and high corruption. No significant social groups benefited 
from such situation, while society as a whole suffered. Subjectively, public opinion was 
completely directed and formed by a leading oppositional TV channel Rustavi 2, which later 
played extraordinary important role in Rose Revolution. After the Rose Revolution a new 
government became very dynamic, activist, undertaking many initiatives, reforms and 
demonstrated increased efficiency in many areas, especially in fiscal revenues collection. A 
big share of population benefited from these policies, while another parts of society suffered. 
Decrease in a quality of political rights and civil liberties after the Rose Revolution also was 
not experienced by the whole of society, but only had effect on its part. Subjectively, public 
opinion split into two polls - it became polarized between two leading channels: pro-
governmental Rustavi 2 and oppositional Imedi. Two parallel political discourses emerged, 
without any neutral ground or dialogue in between.  
 
Thus, one can say, that the situation before the recent political tensions was qualitatively 
different from the one that existed in 2003. That time nature of political divisions was a 
vertical opposition between society and authorities, while this time division lines are more 
socially based, dividing society as well as the political actors horizontally. 
 
Such political division may seem conductive for further democratic political development, in 
which elections serve as an appropriate tool for conflict resolution. However the above-
mentioned post-soviet institutional environment did not provide for equality between the 
polls. Ruling parties in post-soviet countries are merged with the state, so that all state 
apparatus, state budget and informally state-influences economy work in favor of one side. As 
a result, the political struggle acquired quality of vertical division between the state and 
society anyway. Both, the regime and the opposition contributed to such picturing of political 
tensions. Leading role, however, in preserving revolutionary vertical, rather than 
democratically horizontal picturing of political tensions, belongs to the regime itself. 
 

65

39
48

36 37

24 25

38

51
41

58

3750

65

0

20

40

60

80

100

Oct.
 200

4

Ju
n. 2

00
5

Oct.
 200

5

Apr. 2
00

6

Feb
. 2

00
7

Sep
. 2

007

Dec
.20

07

Right direction
Wrong direction



 9 

To avoid a long list of empirical evidence, describing the situation, one may anchor to its 
discursive representation in party symbolic. 
 

Picture 1. National movement’s electoral campaign; headquarter of majoritarian 
candidate in one of regional electoral districts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: www.civil.ge 
 
Georgian state flag has been changed in January 2004 to the one of National Movement –
white flag with the five red crosses on it. Since that time Georgian flag and National 
Movement’ flag are identical. Symbolically the ruling party is merged with the state. As one 
can see, state symbolic is widely used by National Movement in elections, while the 
opposition is restricted in using it in order to avoid association with the National Movement. 
Soviet tradition of party-state political system is thus continued.  
 
All other components of political agitation and propaganda by ruling authorities in recent 
elections also were based on this merge between the state and the party. “The state” thus 
played role of an important watershed in elections. This situation is well represented in 
opinion polls. “Authorities supporters” and “oppositionairs” form two social strata that are 
radically different not only in their evaluation of governmental policies, but also in their trust 
towards formal institutions.  
 
“Authorities supporters” are more inclined to trust all branches of power, including president, 
parliament, government, local government, police, army, courts and prosecutor office. 
“Oppositionnairs” tend to distrust all of this. Such clustering reflects strong centralization of 
power in existing political system of Georgia, in which the president is associated with all its 
branches –legislative, executive, self-governance and judicial system.  There is only one more 
or less consensual institution among the governmental offices – Public Defenders office.6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
6 Public perceptions. February 2008. Centre for Solidarity, Tbilisi, 2008 (in Georgian). 



 10 

Table 5. Trust in institutions 

Sources: WVS, LLH, USIA, IRI, IPS –for different years 
 
As the table demonstrates, the trustworthiest institution in Georgia is church (one can expect 
some decline of this rating in nearest future). It is followed by army, which made significant 
jump since Rose Revolution, because it started to develop quickly after it. Media used to be 
the second most trusted institution in Georgia, but recent data indicates that it has lost great 
amount of trust after the November events, when Imedi was closed. So one should expect 
decline in its rating. Police also improved its scorings significantly after the 2004 reform, but 
its role in November events had a sharp negative impact on its ratings. Trust in presidency, 
which was almost toping scorings in 2004, went downward since that time and in December 
2007 falls very low. Parliament, which is closely associated with the President, as its majority 
is composed from the National Movement, followed approximately the same fate. Same trend 
is observed with courts. In post-Soviet countries courts are traditionally lucking real 
independence and take their decisions according to directions of the prosecutor office. In 2004 
overall optimistic expectations of that period increased somehow their standings, but 
continuous evidence of misdoings undermined this improvement. Today, courts are the least 
trustworthy institution in Georgia, considered to be completely politicized and unfair.  
 
It’s interesting that political parties managed to improve somehow their standings in society, 
despite that they still remain extremely weak and underdeveloped. However their support is 
not strong. When respondents use the 4-grade scale to identify their attitude towards political 
parties: “trust completely”, “somehow trust”, “somehow distrust” and “completely distrust”, 
they prefer to choose moderate evaluations - “somehow trust” or “somehow distrust”. Such 
answers as “trust completely” are rare even among those respondents, who vote for these 
parties. Absence of strong trust towards existing parties indicates that new parties may emerge 
in future, while some of existing parties may disappear or split. First of all, splits are to be 
expected within the ruling party.  
 
 
Economic situation 
 
As soon as street rallies started in September, Saakashvili has sharply changed his rhetoric and 
policies. Social issues and poverty came to the fore and remained most articulate issues for 
government when addressing internal problems of the country. As the government strongly 
believed that decreasing socio-economic conditions of population were fueling public 
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discontent, they initiated number of measures, such as free vouchers for heating, employment 
program, increased pensions and salaries, etc. in order to calm down the population. How 
important is a role of economic and social issues in political tensions in Georgia? 
 
When asked about most important problems that they are facing, respondents demonstrate 
stable and firm opinion – two problems are toping this lists during many years: unemployment 
and low incomes.  Poverty definitely is a top issue, which troubles most of population, as the 
following data demonstrates. 
 

Table 6. Societal Well-being, 2006 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Typically for society, individuals access their personal economic conditions differently from 
the overall situation in the country. Respondents tend to be more positive about country than 
about their own situation, especially when they believe that the government is undertaking 
measures to improve economy.  Before the Rose Revolution Georgian society was the most 
critical one when accessing economic conditions of Georgia among the post-Soviet states, 
however later this discontent has decreased, as the government demonstrated many 
achievements in terms of economic growth, reforms, etc. Table 7 demonstrates public 
perceptions of Georgia as compared to seven other post-Soviet states, while Table 8 
demonstrate decrease in negative evaluations that took place after the Rose Revolution. 
 

Table 7. Satisfaction with the way economy is developing in the country, 2001 
 
Satisfaction with the way economy is developing in the country, 2001 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: LIVING CONDITIONS, LIFE STYLES AND HEALTH. 2001, presentation by Prof. Christian Haerpfer Institute for 
Advanced Studies Vienna  
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Table 8. Assessment of economic situation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Starting from 2004 majority of society tended to believe, that economy of Georgia was 
improving and the government is undertaking measures in this direction (Table 9, red line 
indicates, that only 30% of population consider economy development as the pressing 
problem for the country in 2007). At the same time, they tend to have a feeling that society 
members do not benefit from this growth in terms of inclusion (Table 9, blue line indicates 
increase of unemployment importance). This means that respondents link their personal 
economic problems to their individual inclusion in growth, rather than to the conditions of 
economy. As statistical data demonstrates, those fields of economy, which show a high 
growth rate account for 9.2 % of employees, whilst the fields with a medium growth rate 
account for 19.8%, and those with a low growth rate for 71%7. Labor productivity for the most 
of population since Soviet times decreased sharply, while working places with the high labor 
productivity and high incomes are scarce and very limited. While the overall economic 
situation is believed to be improving, personal conditions simultaneously often are considered 
as more and more pressing.  
 

Table 9. Unemployment and economy among most important problems, facing 
Georgia (summary rating) 

Source: IRI 
 
Despite that official rates of unemployment are not extremely high, accounting for only about 
15% in 2006, the figure which has only slight increased during last years, this statistics does 
not represent the severity of this problem for population. It does not reflect level of 

                                                
7 M.Tokmazashvili, I.Archvadze. Socio-economic and institutional aspects of labor market development in 
Georgia. GET 2007 July 
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underemployment, underpinning structural problems and subjective self-perception of those 
who are formally considered to be self-employed, especially in agricultures.  
 
Economic system transformation during last 20 years was characterized by the same patterns 
as the political one – old economy collapsed, while a new had to emerge from scratch, based 
on self initiative and very limited resources of individuals, without much of interference by 
policy makers. Bulk of population thus has lost their jobs, professional capital and had to earn 
their incomes from temporary and occasional activities. This situation caused great increase in 
a chare of those engaged in agricultures (from 26% in 1990 to 52% in 20068) as many former 
industrial workers had to cultivate their plots in order to feed family. As the new economy 
developed, old skills and qualifications lost their economic value, while the labor market did 
not provide enough number of workers with the high-quality skills for well-paid jobs. Most of 
economic activities of individuals still remain in informal, small scale economy, thus 
contributing to the two-level nature of structure of Georgian economy – upper level 
formalized, mostly composed from a big businesses, globalised and developing, and lower 
level mostly informal, composed of self-employed and much of small and medium businesses, 
providing incomes for the most of population with the low level of productivity and growth. 
In this sense one can say that most of population is trapped in a gray area between the two 
institutional equilibriums – one that already does not function effectively, while the other that 
has not established effective functioning yet.  
 
Economic reforms and policies of last years were aiming first of all on accelerated 
development of economy and thus concentrated mostly on the development of the “upper 
level”, which was well accessible for foreign investors, was easy to modernize trough the 
forces of globalization and control. These policies, while improving many of sectors in 
industry, banking and construction, increased a gap between “globalised” and “localized” 
sectors of economy. As the 56.6% of labor force is self-employed 9, one can say, that 
economic development did not reach most of population, as dynamics of public opinion in 
table 9. also demonstrates. 
 
Economic policies by the government unfortunately do not provide society with the enough 
opportunities to switch to the “upper level” economy. Weakening of “lover level” economy is 
bringing negative effects for those who live out of it and have no real chances to join the 
upper level development. The situation is well indicated in a decrease of self –employment 
and very limited prospects of development that small and medium size businesses have. 
 
Unemployment has not only economic but also cultural and political dimensions. Orientation 
towards the globalised world and gradually increasing isolation from the former integrated 
Russia-centered space caused a strong culture shock in population. Structural aspects of 
unemployment are very closely linked to the issues of cultural globalization. Shifting from 
one informational environment to the other does mean not only a new value orientations and 
behavioral patterns, but also marginalisation of those, who are not well integrated in the new 
environment in terms of language, computer proficiency and access to information. Georgian 
society in Soviet times used to be almost totally bi-lingual, and despite that a young 
generation is predominantly monolingual, most of population still may understand Russian. 
Russian still serves also as a medium of inter-ethnic communication. Despite that the 
transformation already continued for 20 years, perfect English language fluency has only 5-

                                                
8 M.Tokmazashvili, I.Archvadze. Socio-economic and institutional aspects of labor market development in 
Georgia. GET 2007 July 
9 M.Tokmazashvili, I.Archvadze. Socio-economic and institutional aspects of labor market development in 
Georgia. GET 2007 July 
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6% of population10. There are almost no sufficient libraries with the foreign languages 
literature, neither there are developed Georgian language Internet resources, while the Internet 
usage is very limited, especially in regions. At the same time, when asked what are main 
features for success, respondents name foreign language (72%), and computer skills (66%)11.  
 
So, not only on a macro level of economy, but also on a micro level exogenous factors of 
development form an extremely important axes of divisions, which creates the most successful 
minority and “other population”, perceiving itself as a having “secondary value” for the 
emerging economy. Using terminology of Manuel Castells, bulk of population is falling in a 
“black hall of globalization”. Not surprisingly, this situation fuels politization of identity 
issues and strengthens antiglobalist feelings in society.  
 
It may be also resulting from these developments, that traditionalist feelings in society prevail 
over other standings. These traditionalist feelings however vary among different social groups. 
Certain incite in the value orientations of society may be provided by the secondary analyses 
from the survey, conducted in 2006 and aiming to identify public prevalence on broadcasting 
priorities for public broadcaster12. When asked, “which values should the Public broadcaster 
support” majority of respondents named traditional Georgian values. Within this group, 
however there were two sub-groups, tending to have different demographic characteristics. 
Those “traditionalists”, who at the same time preferred to watch “old, familiar” programs, 
tended to be aged, less educated, living in villages. This is that very strata of population, for 
which adaptation towards new is the most difficult problem. Apart from this nostalgic 
traditionalism, there is another kind of traditionalism, oriented towards new, interesting and 
challenging programming. This group tended to live in towns, have higher education, without 
any specific age characteristics. One can suggest that those respondents consider traditional 
values as a part of cultural capital, which they have to protect against the trends of 
globalization. In other words, this is a kind of post-modern traditionalism, contributing to the 
new, 21 century styled political divisions. 
 
Unemployment has much more direct political dimensions as well. As the number of working 
places is limited, there is strong competition for these places, and political affiliations and 
patronage play an important role, especially concerning public structures. Massive 
replacement of public servants started immediately after the rose revolution, replacing old 
nomenclature with the young national movement supporters. Old legacy of overlap between 
state loyalty and party loyalty has been partly restored. Among those who support national 
movement, state employees are much more frequent, as well as high level and medium level 
managers13. While percentage of unemployed is higher among the opposition supporters. 
Widespread participation of public servants and other budget employees in pre-electoral 
activities in favor of National Movement indicates this politisation of employment as well. 
 
 
State budget, public service and corruption 
 
There were two most impressing achievements of the regime during the last two years – fight 
against corruption and sharp improvement of fiscal revenue collection. Taken together with 
the fundamental reform of army and sharply increased military budget, these reforms mark a 

                                                
10 Data for 2007, unpublished 
11 Public opinion barometer, 2006, IPS 
12 L.Mezvrishvili, M.Muskhelishvili, G.Nijaradze, I.Sakandelidze “Public Expectations Towards Programming 
Priorities of Public Broadcaster”; OSGF, Tbilisi, 2006.  (in Georgian) 
13 Public perceptions. February 2008. Centre for Solidarity, Tbilisi, 2008 (in Georgian). 
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significant strengthening of the state that was extremely weak and inefficient in previous 
times. This policy of state building gained a significant support in society. 
 
At first glance, state strengthening (government consumption went up from 9,6% of GDP in 
2001 to the 20.3% of GDP in 200714) goes in contradiction with the explicitly neoliberal and 
even libertarian standings of leading economic policymakers within the government. However 
this contradiction may be easily resolved, if one would not mistake neoliberal thinkers, such 
as Hayek and Friedman, with the neoliberal practices and practitioners, such as Pinochet. In 
practice, most of ideological supporters of the regime believe in a top-down modernization of 
Georgia, which is closely linked to a kind of elitist, if not authoritarian rule, when necessary. 
Neoliberalism, realized in practice, in many cases contradicts to the classical liberalism, as, for 
example, 2007 years problems with property rights protection in Georgia demonstrated. That’s 
why, to avoid terminological difficulties, the situation may be better described in terms of 
exogenous and endogenous orientations of development. Saying that the regime mostly bases 
its hopes for development of the exogenous factors, helps to skip complicated discussions 
about contradictory character of its policies. It also helps to skip the contradiction between the 
common believe that globalization weakens the state and the reality, in which the state is 
effectively strengthened. Exogenous factors-based state has to be strong, and even non-
democratic, in order to control endogenous factors-based protests against its policies. In some 
cases such situation is believed to be transitionary, until the economic situation of the country 
will improve, but continuous dynamics of last years, when balance of current accounts shows 
stable trend of deterioration (from –6.8% of the GDP in 2004 to –15 % of the GDP in 2006 
and more in 200715), while Net export is also stabile decreasing (from –14.4 in 2001 to –
23.5% of GDP in 200716), demonstrates that this situation seems stable, rather than 
transitionary. Huge inflow of foreign investments and liberalization of formal economic 
arrangements are not still translated into the improvement of balance between external/internal 
sources of development. Despite that the society as well as the government are well aware of 
problem, call for import-oriented economic development that may improve this balance still 
looks more like declarations rather than realistic programs. 
 
Before the Rose Revolution state budget was considered to be almost empty, not providing for 
any significant policy debates about proper distribution of it’s spending. As the petty 
corruption and direct bribery in country decreased, and fiscal policies improved, budget 
revenues increased sharply, making sense to put questions about priorities in it’s spending. 
Despite that much of budget information is not transparent, as well as the process of decision-
making is not clear, the following charts demonstrate that public opinion on this issues before 
the 2007 events was quite critical.  As one can see form tables 10 and 11, budget revenues are 
perceived to be spent mostly for military defense, infrastructure and police. While preferred 
distribution prioritizes social programs and health care, payment of pensions, education and 
agriculture. Public opinion about perceived distribution of collected taxes may be not 
reflecting reality, as it is not always clear, which part of governmental spending are financed 
by collected taxes, and which – by other sources, for example grant. So, infrastructure 
improvement is at least partly covered by Millennium Challenge fund. Nevertheless, the 
difference between a perceived and desired distribution of spending which existed prior to the 
2007 events, was later addressed effectively by the government in presidential and 
parliamentary elections. All priorities of public opinion – social programs, pensions, education 
and agriculture – went to the fore in government’s priorities, forming the bulk of “fighting 
against poverty” campaign of National Movement.  
 
                                                
14 2007 for first 9 months.  GET, February, 2008 
15 GET, February 2008 
16 Ibid 
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Table 10. Perceived distribution collected taxes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 11. Preferred distribution collected taxes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It should be mentioned, that the oppositional parties, as well as media, provide poor discourse 
on this issues. Probably, one of main reasons for this is that all main political parties perceive 
themselves as a right wing, whatever this means in Georgian context. While an increased 
redistribution of incomes towards pensions and social protection is considered as a leftist 
policy. As being leftist is stigmated with the legacies of Soviet past and is perceived as being 
backward, political parties often avoid taking this stand.  
 
Poor strata of society, as well as the middle class gained much during the pre-elections period. 
One-shot campaigns against unemployment, voucher distribution, increased pensions, 
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improved gas supply to villages, legalization of property, etc. addressed the most pressing 
needs of population. Nevertheless, pre-electoral shift in governmental declared policies 
towards poverty reduction, and declared 50 days program aiming at this goal, should not be 
considered as a radical shift towards more leftist agenda and policies by National Movement. 
Evaluated against the context in which these measures were undertaken, and having in mind 
often politicized character of their implementation, these policies should be understood as 
right-wing compromise of ruling strata with the demands of extremely poor and unprotected, 
but rebelling society.  
 
Weakness of public discourse concerning budget distribution may be also linked to the fact 
(not in causal terms), that state-strengthening strategy is perceived by majority of population 
first of all as selfish gain by the part of society, as Table 12 demonstrates.  
 

Table12. Who benefits from effective taxation? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the first and the least popular policies of the government after the Rose Revolution was 
sharp increase of salaries for the top public officials. Salaries in public sector and budget 
organizations increased as much as 4 times since 2000 (GET February, 2008) – much faster 
then in other sectors of economy. Sharp increase of salaries in public sector was absolutely 
necessary strategy which aimed at corruption reduction and effective governance, which was 
accompanied with the struggle against corruption and petty bribe, complete renovation of 
traffic police –one of the most corrupt institution, and other measures. This policy 
demonstrated to be very effective, and probably may account for much of increase in state 
revenues collection. Nevertheless, as a practice of corruption is deeply rooted in a core of 
existing economic relations in Georgia, achieved progress may erode over time. Petty 
corruption and bribery are still practices to some extend, and the reform is far from being 
stable. Public optimism concerning the progress is still quite modest, as the Table 13. 
demonstrates. 
 
Reform of public service started soon after the Rose Revolution. This reform is one of the 
most important components within the anti-corruption strategy of the government. However, 
for a long time the main principles of this reform were subject to the clash of two different 
basic approaches. According to one approach public offices had to develop in more traditional 
way, providing permanent contracts for state bureaucracy. According to the other one, the 
contracts should become temporary, while public servants should become same kind of 
employees as in commercial structures. Because of this clash of approaches, draft law on 
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public servants, prepared by correspondent state agency, was not approved. As the new 
governmental program “Georgia without poverty” states, public sector reform, in order to 
grow efficiency of public services, would bring these services closer to the commercial ones 
and will be based on a contract system of employment17. This indicates that this time the 
neoliberal approach prevailed.  
 
In general, neoliberal policies towards labor rights and labor legislation dominated 
governmental approaches during last period18. For several times this policies were strongly 
protested by Trade Unions and oppositional parties. Trade Unions managed to improve 
somehow draft Law on labor rights, which was adopted in 2006, however this law still is far 
from the compliance with the European standards, and the EU is still negotiating its 
improvement, as Georgia has signed Eropean Social Chart. In another case school teachers 
protested one-year contracts system introduced by the government. This protest brought 
results only after the events of 2007 year started. Facing mass protects actions, Saakashvili, 
among other pro-social measures, agreed on permanent contracts and increased salaries for 
school teachers.  
 
Whatever positive or negative consequences for public service efficiency may the contract 
system of employment bring, one has to have in mind possible political consequences of this 
reform as well. Temporary, one- or two- years contracts make public servants highly 
dependent on their bosses, especially in political terms. While possibly decreasing incidence 
of bribery, this may increase pressure of political clientelism on public services. Taking in 
consideration widespread practice of inclusion of public servants in electoral campaign during 
last elections, this consideration does not seem a kind of abstract speculation. 
 

Table 13. Incidence of corruption among governmental officials. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Despite that 58% of respondents still consider bribery as widespread, it seems that bribery 
now plays insignificant role in providing personal economic gains for public officials. Much 
more widespread and almost legitimate became other forms of corruption – political 
corruption. On a top level of economy it takes form of clientelistic relations and patronage, 

                                                
17 http://www.government.gov.ge/mtavrobis_programa.php 
18 For more detailed information on labor policies and social protection see Eveline Baumann. Un défi aux 
facettes multiples : La mise en place d’un système de protection sociale en Géorgie (Sud Caucase). IRD Bondy, 
mai 2008 
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linking major economic actors of economy to the ruling party that controls all leverages of 
regulation, public procurements, property distribution/redistribution and courts. This creates 
new institutional arrangements of state economic relations, which has too many voluntaristic 
characteristics, incompatible with the market model of economic relations.  
 
Other form of political corruption is a broad and almost formalized practice of distributing of 
public finances in exchange of voters support. As an example one can name policy, which was 
used before the parliamentary elections. In the capital, Tbilisi, local authorities hired 
thousands of social workers (one per every 25 households); these workers were paid for 4 
months; formally, they had to visit families and to evaluate their needs in order to choose 
beneficiaries for additional social financial support. Informally, these were National 
Movement activists, who aimed at bringing voters (especially elderly and those in need) to the 
voting stations; many of them during the day of elections stand in front of voting stations with 
the lists of supporters, controlling that these people actually did come to vote. It is 
questionable, to what extend politisation of this and many other forms of public spending 
should be called “corruption”, as it is done almost openly and demonstrates that there still 
exists unresolved conflict between old and new institutional realms – party-state system and 
democracy. 
 
 
Agricultures, towns and villages 
 
Political tensions of last period concentrated mostly on general problems that are relevant to 
the whole of society. At the same time, as we have seen above, social and demographic factors 
also play some role in a formation of political attitudes of society. One of the most important 
social divisions that are relevant to the economic and political differences is urban-rural 
division. Despite that villagers tend to vote for the current regime, they may be considered as 
the least promoted strata of population that needs urgent attention and deliberate state policies 
for development. 
 
In Soviet times Georgian villages were prospering, as the agricultural production had almost 
unlimited market of USSR. After the land reform, dissolution of USSR, destroyment of 
“Kolkhoz” and collapse of proceeding industry, villagers were left with the small pieces of 
land, without any technical support and very limited market. Agricultural sector has dried 
from money. Still, for the long time, villagers managed to survive and to gain some income 
out of informal economy, in which they sold their products. However, gradually, on the 
background of intensive globalization and reforms, as well as blockade declared by Russia, 
this sector fall in an extremely difficult situation.  
 
While since 2002 till 2006 real incomes of population were increasing (on average by 6 
percent per year) in the urban area, they were decreasing (on average by 3 percent per year) in 
the rural area19. Food security situation of the country achieved dangerous level – local 
products, while another half is imported, provide only about half of food consumption20. A big 
share of land is left uncultivated because the cultivation costs more than its products. Foreign 
direct investments in agricultures are almost zero. (Table 14). Labor productivity, which 
increased overall for almost 90% during last 10 years, in this sectors has increased only for 
4.5%21. Labor productivity in agricultures is the lowest for Georgia - while in financial 
mediation added value per employee equates to 301.9% to the average of economy, in 
                                                
19 Food Security Situation. Trends In Figures. Statistical Bulletin Issue No. 27. April, 2007. Ministry Of 
Economic Development Of Georgia Department Of Statistics 
20 Vakhtang Burkadze, Structural Adjustments of the Georgian Agricultural Sector. GET. July 2007 
21 ibid. 
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agricultures households it equates to 28.7%. Taking in consideration, that more than a half of 
population is considered to be an agricultures employees, this extremely low figures for 
productivity means that most of population is laboring, rather than working, to apply Hanna 
Arendt’s terminology. These households just manage, at best, to keep afloat; especially 
vulnerable are those ones who have small pieces of land. 
 

Table 14.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Governmental program of development for 2006-2012 years, “Georgia without poverty”, 
states that during this period will increase number of medium-scale farms, exports of 
agricultural production, will be built 200 production proceeding factories, etc. Many 
initiatives are undertaken with the direct support from European and US donor organizations 
as well. Still much deeper structural reform seems to be necessary in order to push the sector 
out of the situation. 
 
Not only economic, but also social and political conditions of villages are extremely 
problematic. After the dissolution of collective farming, no other forms of social cooperation 
among villagers have yet developed. Communities stay extremely atomized, unable of almost 
any collective action and public goods formation. Despite the numerous efforts by the 
international organizations, addressing community mobilization and community building 
problems, success stories are not numerous. As the kolkhoz property went in a hands of few 
(except land), while paid jobs are scarce and monetary incomes very limited, villagers are 
very much dependant on the few local officials and “power” persons. The only institution that 
provides some kind of social cohesion and interaction is a church.  
 
Local self-governance on a village level was established in 1998, creating elective village 
councils that had almost no financial resources and property. These councils were abolished in 
2006 under the new law on local self-governance.  All settlements became a part of one Rayon 
unit, so they do not have any collective property or other collective responsibilities. Mostly 
two official persons – village elected representative in Rayon Sakrebulo and an administrative 
person, appointed by this Sakrebulo, decide village problems. Abolition of the village councils 
did not attract much of attention of villagers, as Table 15 demonstrated, probably because the 
inefficiency of the existing councils.  
 
It is widely acknowledged by specialists and international donor organizations, that some 
forms of commercial co-operation, being that sales or production co-operation, may contribute 
much in the rural development. Such forms of support were already initiated in many regions 
and proved to be quite effective. However, problem is still far from being addressed in a 
systematic way. It requires elaboration of the correspondent state programs. Such programs 
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may include many ways of direct and indirect subsidizing of rural development –for example, 
free vocational education system for agro-engineering specialists, creation of the 
correspondent services, etc. 
 

Table 15. Voters opinion prior to local elections of 2006. Correct answers in red. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Still the problem of weak collective solidarity and collective action ability on a village level is 
pressing. To address this problem, new institutional initiatives are to be developed. 
Emancipation of villagers requires not only economic, but also social and political measures. 
Without such measures villages remain backward reservations for those, who could not find 
ways to migrate in a big towns or abroad, rather than an acceptable places of residence. Gap 
between Tbilisi and the regions will increase, as well as under-representation of villagers in 
Georgian political environment.  
 
 
13.06.2008 
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Institutional change and social stability in Georgia

Marina Muskhelishvili*
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The system transformation of Georgia has not yet resulted in institutional stabil-
ity. The system is functioning on a basis of the balance of power, which may
evolve over time, causing destabilisation. Strong antagonisms among competing
powers may be described as a situation of distrust, or pictured as an hourglass,
in which narrow midpoint corresponds to the missing institutions of fair compe-
tition and representation. After the Rose Revolution the balance of powers has
been evolving towards more entrenched hierarchy, which means that further
democratization, if any, is likely to be linked with the destabilisation.

Keywords: stability; Georgia; institutional change; social capital

This article studies relationship between the structure of social relations and the
dynamics of institutional transformation in Georgia. It aims to demonstrate that
institutional arrangements, forming the system of political and economic relations,
are deficient and unstable. These relations function on the basis of a balance
between antagonistic powers. The equilibrium point between these powers is unsta-
ble; since the Rose Revolution in November 2003 the regime has been strengthen-
ing its position against that of the wider Georgian society. Such an evolution may
reach a new equilibrium point, a consolidated autocracy, or blow up into a new
wave of destabilisation. Unless the narrow midpoint between the antagonistic pow-
ers is broadened, rules for fair competition and cooperation institutionalised and
trusting relations emerge, further democratization seems to be improbable.

Whatever the causal relations are between institutions and distrust that penetrates
social, political and economic relations, descriptively both are observable. The intro-
ductory article states that in the wider Black Sea region ‘it is more a rule than an
exception that citizens do not trust their governments and state authorities, political
actors do not trust that their opponents will obey the formal rules of the game in
politics and states view their neighbours with heavy dose of suspicion’ and that this
prevailing distrust partly explains the instability in the region (Saari 2011).

While the distrust may be itself an explanation of the instability, it may also
indicate an absence of the institutional consensus about proper rules of the game. In
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a truly stable system the competition among different powers is regulated by means
of institutions. In the absence of institutional regulations the competing parties may
promote not only their immediate interests, but also their preferable rules of the
game. The disagreement over the rules of the game tends to become antagonistic,
making cooperation and trust among parties impossible. This antagonism may last
for a long time when powers are balanced at or close to a point of equilibrium.
However, if the balance of powers changes, the stability may quickly collapse into
violence. Because this kind of stability is very fragile, it should be called a frozen
balance of powers. A frozen balance of power contains a risk of sudden, revolution-
ary and violent changes and thus it should be distinguished from the situation of
the institutionalized stability.

A frozen balance of powers exists not only among states, territories or ethnici-
ties. When the institutional system is weak, relations between state and society, gov-
ernments and oppositions, among property owners, social groups, etc. are also a
balance of power. This balance may be described as an unstable equilibrium of
antagonistic games, played by the political, economic and social powers in the
region. Antagonistic games are based on non-cooperation and distrust. In these
games civic, political or property rights may be at stake. They are games of exclu-
sion, in which conflict of interests may finally be resolved only when one side of
the conflict is excluded from further participation in the competition. When such
exclusion is not possible, participants of the antagonistic game apply a strategy of
ignoring. This happens when one side has power over the other side, but is unable
to control it totally. Both exclusion and ignoring are related to the high level of dis-
trust among parties.

If we draw distinctions between frozen balances of powers and stability, we
should also distinguish between institutions and equilibrium positions that are
outcomes of power struggles. Different from the approach that developed in a frame
of rational choice theory, which conceptually equates equilibrium positions with
institutions, in this paper institutions and equilibrium positions will be conceptually
distinguished (see Greif and Kingston 2011 for the overview of institutions-as-rules
and institutions-as-equilibrium approaches). Institutions here refer to formal and
informal rules of the game, forming social system, while equilibrium positions, fol-
lowing from the motivations of actors involved in an unregulated collective games,
form patterns of interaction belonging to social structure. System and structure have
certain autonomy from each other, and their interrelation is important to understand
the dynamics of overall development.

During periods of system transformation, when rules of the game are changing,
the structure of social relations may become the main arena of power struggles.
Once a stable equilibrium is achieved there will then form a new self-enforcing
institutional system. Within these power struggles the motivations of social actors
are multiple, depending on many endogenous and exogenous factors; for example,
traditional beliefs, available resources and external influences. When there are more
than one equilibrium outcomes possible (such as, for example, autocracy versus
democracy), the conflicting interests within society may well struggle to promote
different versions of social institutions, engaging in the antagonistic power strug-
gles. Antagonistic relations and deep polarization thus may be considered as a sign
of a prolonged institutional transformation, rather than a sign of an accomplished
institutional arrangement. When a competition amongst powers happens within an
institutional system, it may produce an outcome that is acknowledged as legitimate
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by both sides of the conflict. Contrarily, when the stronger side of the antagonistic
polarisation wins, the other side obeys but without approving it. So, if within insti-
tutional relations sides compete and cooperate in sequence, in the absence of institu-
tions they either compete antagonistically, or temporarily conform to the illegitimate
situation.

While the antagonistic competition among elites in the absence of fair rules of
the game is somehow described and linked to the phenomenon of coloured revolu-
tions (Hale 2006), this paper aims to focus more on a broader patterns of social
relations that may latently influence the balance of powers and/or be transformed
themselves in a result of the institutional reforms.

The paradoxes of social capital, negative mobilization and distrust

Social capital is a vague notion, defined and measured in different ways by different
authors with the assistance of such notions as system of interpersonal networks,
trust, social norms and institutions (see Hardin 2004; Paldam 2002; Pichler and
Wallace 2007; Seligman 1997 for discussion about social capital and trust). Accord-
ing to Putnam, ‘Social capital . . . refers to features of social organization, such as
trust, norms and networks that can improve efficiency of society by facilitating
cooperative action’ (Putnam 1994). In its most common usage social capital is
almost equated to trust. Trust, in turn, is treated as a one-dimensional variable, mea-
sured along continuum from low to high.

The dichotomy trust/distrust, however, may be too narrow to characterize the
complex nature of social relations. There are three types of cooperation that may
compete with each other and that require different motivational attitudes on the part
of actors: interpersonal trust promotes cooperation directed at individual interests;
social solidarity supports the formation of public goods; while loyalty fosters group
inclusion. Each of these ideal types of cooperation would shape social relations in
its specific way. When antagonistic struggles among powers prevail over the institu-
tional norms of cooperation, group inclusion based on loyalty may override trusting
relations and solidarity.

Soon after the disintegration of the Soviet Union, Richard Rose compared the
structure of social life in Russia to an hourglass: high activity at the level of society
and at the state level, but weak relation between these two (Rose 1995). The hour-
glass is a good image for picturing the nature of the social structure in Georgia.
There are two realms that are separated from each other with the narrow mid-point
and that are in an antagonistic vertical struggle, based on an inequality of power.
Such a model, in which the narrow mid-point corresponds to the institutional gap
between state and society, but where broad the lower and upper section reflect that
the horizontal cooperation is still strong within the separate layers, demonstrates
that it would be very difficult to answer in one word whether social capital in
Georgia is weak or strong.

If social capital is measured, as Putnam does, in the level of interpersonal trust
and civil engagement, than it is extremely low (World Values Survey [WVS] 2009).
Georgians report very low level of interpersonal and institutional trust and have low
level of formal membership in voluntary associations and political parties. At the
same time, Georgian society is tied with the intensive informal relations. As Rose
observed, ‘In an hour-glass society there is rich social life at the base, consisting of
strong informal networks relying on trust between friends, relatives, and other
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face-to-face groups’ (Rose 1995). On this dimension Georgian society is strong.
Georgians tend to have a very high number of close friends and attach high impor-
tance to friendship (Caucasus Research Resource Center [CRRC] 2008). Having
many friends is important for economic success: finding job and getting relevant
information is very often done through the friends networks (WVS 2009).

Family contacts, neighbourhoods, friendship and other informal relations (such
as classmates, alumni) play an important role in social life. Whatever sphere of
activity it is – politics, economy, civil society, safety nets – it is likely that many
goal-oriented initiatives will be started by sadzmakatso (group of friends) – a nar-
row group of people, who know each other personally or through each other. These
groups may overlap, emerge, dissolve and transform. This is an important indicator
of working social norms: individuals are skilled in making friends and using these
contacts for their activities.

Such reliance on personal contacts may look like a sign of a traditional society,
in which kinship and family loyalty plays an important role. However, Georgian
society is not a traditional collectivist one. Friendship works more as a network
than as a clannish segmentation of individuals into stable groups, based on loyalty.
There are almost no entry and exit costs related to friendship, which makes them an
element of modernized Gesellshaft rather than of the traditional community. Never-
theless, loyalty substitutes for solidarity and trust in social relations, producing
strong nepotism and clientelism in political and economic relations.

Sadzmakatso can work on an egalitarian basis only when the number of partici-
pants is very small (optimally up to 6–7 members). Broader and more stable unions
require formalised institutional arrangements, which is a problem. Broader organiza-
tions need leaders/managers/representatives and that immediately creates inequality
and finishes up with problems of weak bottom-up control. As soon as somebody
acquires scarce resources, being that material wealth or office, he/she is treated with
suspicion and distrust. This phenomenon of distrust emerging from inequality of
conditions indicates that the distrust is linked to the social roles rather than personal
traits and originates from the missing patterns of responsible elite formation and
inequality control within the informal setting of social norms.1

These areas of inequality are precisely where trust and solidarity are needed: ‘to
trust means to believe that the other party prefers mutual cooperation to exploiting
it and is not likely to exploit your vulnerability’ (Hardin 2004). According to this
definition, trust is needed when there is resource inequality among parties. It is
almost tautological to say that there is distrust related to inequality and that the ver-
tical relations resemble an hourglass: the narrow mid-point refers to the absence of
bottom-up influence. The presence of intensive political and economic activity
within the society may indicate this deficiency of control rather than the strength of
democracy. Georgian society has demonstrated a strong interest in politics and the
ability to protest including popular mobilisation. It has been through both periods
of social passivity and periods of mass mobilisation. Although, in all three cases of
regime change that have taken place in Georgia since Perestroika this change did
not resolve the problem of the limited influence of society over the state.

As soon as the liberalisation of the Soviet Union started top-down, the direction
was immediately reversed by the strong mass mobilisation. This energy of the liber-
ated society could and did produce destabilisation, clashing with the old institu-
tional arrangements. Despite that the movement was essentially anti-system, it was
equipped with a vision of a future: the direction of development was suggested by
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the paradigm of democratization. All-inclusive competitive elections were the main
institutional tool that was believed to transform this power of society into the stabi-
lisation and democratisation of the state.

From the time of Perestroika to the present, Georgia has experienced three major
changes of government, each of which was preceded by mass mobilization and
unrest. The first was the shift of power from the Communist party to the Round
Table – Free Georgia block (headed by Gamsakhurdia) in 1990. The second was
the shift of power from Gamsakhurdia to Eduard Shevardnadze, through the interim
government in 1992. In 2003 Shevardnadze resigned under the pressure of mass
protests, and in the November 2003 bloodless ‘Rose Revolution’, Mikheil
Saakashvili, leader of the United National Movement Party, took over. Each of
these transfers of power was radical in a sense that it changed not only the ruling
elite, but also the dominant agenda of political development. None of these changes
brought about long-lasting stability. The potential for the mobilisation of society
against the state remains high.

Protest movements, which arise from time to time from almost permanent public
discontent, may be called negative mobilisation (similar to the phenomenon of neg-
ative integration, see Rose 1995). While positive mobilization is directed at consoli-
dation of resources for the achievement of a specific goal within the existing
institutional settings, negative mobilization is directed at antagonistic confrontations
with the sources of power that are beyond the sphere of influence of the protestors.
In the positive case we are dealing with competition alternating with cooperation,
while in the negative one, cooperation among parties is impossible as they aim to
delegitimize each other politically or to pose strong negative externalities on each
other in the case of economic conflict. An opposite side is considered to be an
external threat, which makes group loyalty an important source of resource accumu-
lation. Competition on the basis of equal rights and a struggle against external
threats are as far from one another as civil and mass societies. It is not accidental
that political leaders, who aspire to keep the power in the conditions of high mobili-
zation of the society, often seek to direct this mobilization against the external
enemy, supporting nationalism and xenophobia. Constructing a civil society on the
basis of a long-term, but ineffectual mobilization, is dangerous – such mobilization
inevitably acquires features of the negative one.

Being negatively mobilised against the state, the bottom half of the hourglass
may accumulate resources, which are enough to change the government – through
elections or without them. But broadening the narrow middle point seems to depend
on other institutions than that of elections. What happens between elections depends
on representation, contractual relations, rule of law and the ability of the state to
provide indivisible public goods. While part of these institutions may be still devel-
oped top-down, these institutions are also formed informally and are very relevant
to creating strong social capital; increasing trust and solidarity among actors.

A society that has no means of regulation related to inequalities may find itself
in a vicious circle of growing antagonism and distrust. There have been several
ways in which the unequal distribution of resources has increased/altered distance
among individuals since the transformation started. It would be too risky to specu-
late about causal relations between growing inequality and distrust, but one can say
that these two may reinforce each other. When resources (money, political power,
prestige) are too scarce and concentrated, it may be tempting to take risks and to
break social norms in order to succeed, which will reduce trust. And when trust is
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low the alternative strategy, building solidarity and demanding more equal
redistribution, may be ineffective. Corrupt, ineffective and selfish elites, on the one
hand, and a poor and unhappy society on the other hand, may well lead to a sudden
destabilisation.

In the absence of mediating institutions and trust, there are two possible and
alternative scenarios of further development in Georgia: chaos or autocracy. Either
the upper and lower layers of hourglass will keep competing in accumulating
resources and clashing from time to time in order to gain preferences over each
other. Or the upper layer would manage to accumulate enough resources to shift the
situation into a more durable pattern of authoritarian domination. In the following
sections, the dynamics of resource distribution and redistribution will be studied in
more detail.

Society–state balance of political powers

Some 20 years ago it was expected that the bottom-up control from the society over
the state would be a result of democratisation. The account of the following trans-
formation is mixed – despite a major change the system is far from being a democ-
racy. Neither is the future clear: the system may be well heading towards autocracy.

Although Georgia can be classified as ‘transitional-hybrid system’, indicating that
it has higher level of political freedoms than many other post-Soviet states, which
have consolidated authoritarian regimes (Nations in Transit 2010), Georgia shares
many features with its post-Soviet neighbours. After more than 20 years of so-called
democratization, the political power is strongly concentrated at the top, rule of law is
weak, human rights are unprotected, elections are not free and fair, the economy is
oligopolic and corrupt, and the state seeks to increase its control over civil society
(Muskhelishvili and Jorjoliani 2009). These patterns are not legitimate either in the
eyes of the population, or according to officially declared principles. There is a deep
gap existing between legitimate norms of behaviour and real practices.

However, some aspects of the Georgian transition have almost no analogue in
other post-Soviet states. The Rose Revolution of 2003 dramatically changed ruling
elites, bringing to power a new generation of leaders and social actors. So the gap
between normative ideals and corrupt reality in Georgia cannot be attributed to the
quality of the elites alone. Strikingly, now, these are self-declared democrats who
manipulate the constitution, violate laws and fix elections; these are ‘liberals’, who
undermine the principles of fair market competition and engage in corruption; these
are former civil activists, who restore the system of state penetration into civil soci-
ety, undermining its autonomy and freedom.

Apart from this, Georgia had the longest period of equitable balance of powers
between the state and society, when intensive political activity by the population
was exercised against a background of relatively high levels of freedom; this combi-
nation of freedom with a weak institutional stability to power relations continued
until recently, making it resemble more manipulated chaos rather than stable autoc-
racy. This prolonged period of shaky balance between competing powers makes the
case of Georgia important, as the longevity of these struggles makes the case more
salient than other countries, where the misbalance of powers (one side overwhelm-
ingly superior to other) soon made such struggles marginal.

The first stage of system transformation in Georgia finished with the constitution
of 1995, which introduced a formal model that could be called a ‘cautious
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democracy’. This system mixed elements of majoritarian and proportional
democratic arrangements, leaving a significant unregulated gap between these two.
On one side, it established a proportional legislative with a mixed system of repre-
sentation.2 The parliament was expected to be a place where all major political par-
ties deliberate. On the other side, it established a presidential system of governance,
in which, as in the US, a directly elected president combines both the functions of
the head of state and the head of government. The legislature was protected from
the president who could not dissolve it, while the executive power held a great
independence from the legislative, which could not dismiss the president. In effect
the legislative and the executive branches of power functioned in parallel, and the
constitution did not provide any leverage for conflict resolution if these two
branches of power would come into conflict. The impossibility of constitutional
conflict resolution between the president and the parliament played its role in foster-
ing the irresolvable tensions between the parliament and the president that later on
led to the resignation of the President Shevardnadze after the 2003 year parliamen-
tary elections.

Regional arrangement of power also established representative bodies with the
limited influence on executive power. The Law on Self-governance of 1998 pro-
vided for elective bodies (Sakrebulo) in every community but in finances and prop-
erty issues they depended on a central government, this reduced significantly the
role of elected officials over local decision-making. Territorial decentralisation was
not included in the constitution. Given the lost control over the breakaway regions
of Abkhazia and Tskhinvali, and potential for disobedience in other parts of Geor-
gia, decentralisation was treated with suspicion and was postponed for better times.
Additionally, the president had significant leverages in controlling the district Sak-
rebulos by nominating their heads.

Attempting to balance and negotiate political divisions, the regime created a
kind of hybrid system, in which society was quite free but powerless. The hybrid
system did not eliminate the bottleneck between state and society; it institutionalised
it further. On one side, society was protected from the direct domination of execu-
tive power and enjoyed a high level of autonomy in politics and the economy. On
the other hand, the executive power was protected from pressure from society and
did not reform itself quickly enough. The gap between state and society was filled
with corruption. This widespread petty corruption provided the missing channels of
access for society to the state’s services, but on the other hand it weakened the
already passive and conservative executive power and emptied the state’s coffers.
Over time, this fragile balance of power between state and society broke down. The
society accumulated various resources, which allowed it to move into a new stage
of negative mobilisation and to take over the state. The 2003 Rose Revolution
marked a turn to the next stage of development.

The new leaders who came to power were not inclined to negotiate and balance.
They wanted to rule. They painted a picture in black and white, dividing political
elites and civil community into those who were with them and those who were
against, and who therefore needed to be excluded from politics. Proportionality and
compromise-seeking through participatory democracy were definitely not among
their values. In public discourse they represented ‘the people’, to command higher
legitimacy than their opponents. This created a new wave of an antagonism and
exclusion. The majoritarian aspects of the institutional arrangements were strength-
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ened, starting with the constitutional amendments of 2004 that weakened
parliament, and continued with the subsequent electoral reforms.

The political power soon concentrated in the hands of narrow ruling grouping
through the combination of formal settings and informal leverages. While the par-
liament lost its political role, the reform of local governance in 2005 abolished
lower level Sakrebulos on a community level and in effect strengthened vertical
rule from the capital. The state–society balance of powers reverted towards
state-strengthening in several other aspects. A big share of the skilled, younger gen-
eration activists from civil society now manned leading positions within the gov-
ernment. Salaries of public servants sharply increased, becoming very high
compared to the incomes of other population. The government managed to combat
a big share of petty corruption, to increase budget revenues. The increased budget
incomes were used to strengthen the army and police and to increase pensions –
the most important monetary income of rural population. The government enjoyed
unprecedented financial and moral support from the international community, which
allowed allocating significant resources to modernizing the economic infrastructure.
The government also developed a strong orientation towards NATO, attracted
foreign direct investments and scored highly on liberal and even libertarian axes of
market-oriented reforms. A big share of state property, including buildings, infra-
structure and land were sold, state apparatus cut and labour rights drastically dimin-
ished. All this taken with the violations of the rule of law and human rights and
freedoms changed the nature of governance. Top-down leverage on both political
and economic power strengthened, weakening at the same time bottom-up influence
from the society. Combined with the arbitrary style of decision-making, which may
be attributed to the personal traits of Shaakasvili rather than to the type of the
system, this made democracy a fiction.

The new regime disappointed not only those citizens who expected more
democracy after the revolution, but also those who hoped for a more socially
responsible state. The regime left most of these expectations unanswered but, unlike
the previous one, it found a rationale for it. Now the state was pro-hierarchy and
pro-inequality. This philosophy united various idea, such as nationalism, appealing
for territorial integrity first; libertarianism, a minimalist state, supporting big
businesses; neoliberalism, giving foreign direct investment priority over local busi-
nesses; westernism, seeing society as backward and in need of top-down transfor-
mation by a vanguard government in a technocratic way. This combination of
various pro-hierarchy approaches legitimated the decline of democracy; the combi-
nation of economic growth with a decrease and politicisation of employment; dee-
per economic and socio-political divisions; and subordinated courts serving the
powerful against powerless.

This hierarchy, however, should not be understood in a traditional way as a
class division among rich and poor. As sociological surveys demonstrate, income
inequalities are not significantly linked to the political attitudes of respondents
(Sumbadze 2009). This may result from the patrimonial attitudes of the government
towards the economy. Despite the declared liberal reforms, doing business became
increasingly dependent on a clientelistic merger with the ruling regime. There has
been increased pressure from the government on economic actors. Those who kept
their distance, demonstrated disobedience, or even supported opposition, were risk-
ing losing their property and sometimes freedom. Top-level corruption strengthened,
although in most cases it was difficult to identify as property was changing hands
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in a very non-transparent ways. There is still evidence proving that the rules of the
game in the economy became extremely unfair and oligarchic.

Still, until 2007 the government did not have complete political control over
businesses. Badri Patarkatsishvili, a Russian oligarch with the most of his
businesses outside Georgia, gradually distanced himself from Saakashvili whom he
supported before. His TV, Imedi, soon became the most trusted source of informa-
tion, developing later into the mouthpiece of the opposition. The existence of this
tool of communication allowed society to mobilise once more. In November 2007,
after the television aired especially grave accusations against Saakashvili, a new
wave of public protest started. It did not continue for a long, however. Police
smashed the street protests, as well as Imedi. A state of emergency declared
immediately after this, prevented further destabilisation in the country. Saakashvili
managed to stay in power after extraordinary presidential elections in January 2008,
and strengthened his power in subsequent parliamentary elections.

With the war of 2008 the ‘era of politics’ came to the end. With the part of its
territory occupied and Russian troops very close to the capital, Georgia cannot
afford radical and destabilizing political struggles. The prolonged street protests of
2009 were ignored by the government, as were other following small-scale expres-
sions of discontent. Given the weakened opposition, almost total state control of
broadcasters and strong manipulation of elections by the ruling party, the state may
keep the balance of power in its favour. However, all this does not mean internal
political stability. The political conflict has been frozen but not resolved, leaving a
potential for further destabilisation. Because public politics, as well as the trust
towards public politicians, has so declined, a new wave of unrest may breakout
suddenly and chaotically.

Rural communities in transformation

In contrast to the balance of political power, the dynamics of economic power in
Georgia is difficult to document. When property rights are unprotected, whilst the
economic and political relations merge in an oligarchic ways, the most important
developments happen in the shadows. In this section, economic transformation will
be studied using the example of rural communities. Despite that the main political
battles have been mostly concentrated in the capital, the rural dynamics appear to
be vital for system stability.

A typical Georgian village is now extremely poor. Poverty has gradually shifted
from towns to villages, becoming rural rather than urban phenomenon. The popula-
tion of rural areas accounts for the 60% of the country’s poverty. The average
household cultivates a small plot of land, and has a cow or two. Although the size
of plot provides only for self-consumption; a small plot of land and the absence of
a cow correlate with poverty. Households sell only a small share of what they
produce, mostly they consume it themselves. Self-subsistence agriculture provides
for 73% of the employed population in rural areas (Georgia Poverty Assessment
2009, 88), because individuals who cultivate even very small plot of land are con-
sidered to be self-employed. Those households that are headed by those self-
employed in agriculture face the highest poverty risk (Georgia Poverty Assessment
2009, 5). Such households are numerous. The 2004 Agricultural Census reports that
71% of farm households have farms less than 1 hectare; 22% have farms of 1–5
hectares; and only 1.4% have farms greater than 5 hectares. A further 5% are
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reported to have no land at all (Georgia Poverty Assessment 2009, 67). Looking for
jobs somewhere outside villages, and normally outside Georgia, is a main concern
of many. Many villages, especially in mountain areas, are depopulated, in others the
population on average is elderly; pensions, however minimal, provide an important
source of monetary income. Productivity in the agricultural economy is so low that
a big share of agricultural land stays uncultivated.

Poverty and depopulation makes a stark contrast with Soviet times, when agri-
culture provided a relatively high living standard and significant additional incomes
for both rural and urban populations. Rural households used to cultivate small plots
of land and had cows, selling part of their produce on the market. This tradition of
individualistic production looked like a good starting point for the market-oriented
transformation, but failed to develop into a productive economy. Although being
almost the most radical in market-oriented deregulation of agriculture, Georgia
appears to be one of the least successful in its productivity (Cordonnier 2010).
Along with other reasons, the hourglass model of property rights reform on land
and other local assets may provide some explanation for this. The reforms created a
lower layer of petty property owners, an upper layer of state land and unclear
responsibilities concerning public goods, a narrow mid-point between them and the
almost complete absence of a common property.

Initially, a double layer distribution of land was an outcome of the same logic,
which formed the mixed constitutional framework discussed above. It aimed to bal-
ance the demands of society with the attempt to leave some assets available for the
state-regulated development (Bezemer and Davis 2002, 11). Starting from the
decree of 1991, almost every rural household became a landowner, while almost all
agricultural organisations such as kolkhozes were dissolved over the following
several years. Each household got a plot of land, which was in their possession and
a share of kolkhoz land in which they were members.3 From more than 30,000 km2

of agricultural land that existed in Georgia this privatised land composed about
25% (Revishvili and Kinnucan 2004). Meadows and pastures remained in a collec-
tive, de facto use by villages, while formally belonging to the state. The remaining
land as well as the other former kolkhoz property, such as machinery and buildings
were not included in this round of privatisation. Part of these assets in fact were
also privatised or composed a grey area, enriching regional and local elites. In sum,
the reform proved to be ineffective on both levels: the Agricultural Census of 2004
listed only about one-third of all agricultural land, meaning that the remaining two-
thirds was not being used (National Statistics Office of Georgia).

This pattern of land privatisation corresponds extremely well to the double-layer
patterns of political power distribution. It gave rural households enough to be
autonomous and to earn some income in a shadow sector of the economy, but did
not provide them with the leverage of development and of system inclusion. In the
absence of initial capital, and with destroyed value chains, business and other skills
necessary for the organizational capacity degraded. Rural population faced enor-
mous transaction costs for production. Rationally it could be expected that merging
limited resources would help to overcome this fragmentation. Nevertheless, such
cooperation emerged only to a small extent. Cooperating well on informal issues
such as pasture use or helping neighbours in need took place, but in other more
formalised areas villagers demonstrated significant distrust towards collective action
that required some sort of resource aggregation.
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The Rose Revolution benefited rural population in several aspects. It opened
more channels for the upward mobility for youth, intensifying their migration out
from the regions. Roads, electricity, water and gas supply improved, mostly due to
the aid provided by the international community. Finally, the reform of local gover-
nance in 2005 brought the state back to the grey area of local governance. Since
local communities do not have any self-governing bodies and are not legal entities,
there is no property that may belong to them, or that is considered as common.

These policies, however, did not increase the economic value of small plots of
land. Rather, they seem to encourage investments into medium and big agricultural
enterprises and agriculture-related industries. The upper layer of property started to
change hands, going to private owners. In 2009, renting land from the state was
banned and a new wave of land privatisation was launched. That agricultural land
that still remained as state property, went for sale, sometimes to foreign investors.
Unable to cultivate their plots, many households sold their land to bigger owners,
or would like to sell if and when a buyer appears. Property taxes on agricultural
land increased, obviously aimed at promoting the redistribution of land to the more
effective entrepreneurs. The target of the USAID assistance policies shifted from
supporting communities to rural-based enterprise promotion (Woller 2009). Given
the strong influence of pro-market hardliners within the government, it is likely that
the policy will last until most of productive land is concentrated in the hands of
agricultural businesses.

While the privatization of ‘grey area’ property – i.e. assets with unclear property
rights such as land – may help to increase its productivity, the policies do not seem
to help the poor. In contrast to de Soto who believes that ‘what the poor are miss-
ing are the legally integrated property systems that can convert their work and sav-
ings into capital’ (de Soto 2000, 227), meaning first of all private property rights,
the author believes that it is the absence of varieties of community-level common
property that troubles Georgian rural communities first of all. Developing the mid-
dle level of common-pool properties, shared responsibilities and decision-making
institutions, cohabitating with private property and public goods provided by the
state, may help to transform rural population from a social underclass into the mid-
dle-class of market economy players (Ostrom 1990; Ostrom and Hess 2007).

The development may alter significantly the hourglass model of the power bal-
ance between the two layers of property owners. During the previous period, the rural
population formed a strata of self-employed property owners that, in the absence of
public goods and cooperation, applied individual strategies of survival. Now it seems
that the resources of this strata have been exhausted. Their future depends on state
agricultural and local governance policies, which may push the situation in one of
two very different directions. Turning small and medium-size farming into effective
units of a rural economy requires the provision of public goods, services, subsidies
and institutional reforms that would broaden the narrow mid-point and allow for
cooperation. In this case, the economic value attributed to small and medium plots of
land may increase, while the owners of this land may gradually evolve into a middle
class of an economically significant rural population. Or, alternatively, big enterprises
may take the lead in the agricultural economy, strengthening inequality and turning
small landowners into a poor underclass. Such development may increase inequality,
antagonism and make periodic protest mobilisation more likely.
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Polarised ideologies and media

The situation of distrust and of an antagonistic opposition is an outcome of the
hourglass model of social structure, and in the same way it is a prerequisite of it.
The way out from this vicious circle may be linked to the emergence of a new
ideologies and attitudes. New ideologies could help merge rational and normative
considerations of individuals in a different way, promoting cooperation and trans-
forming negative mobilisation into positive cooperation and competition.

Ideologies can play an important role in fostering cooperation and trust among
actors in free choice situations. Ideologies are comprehensive systems of beliefs,
linking rational and normative considerations to each other. These are not simply
beliefs about right, desired or expected ways of behaviour; these are explanations:
why and how this or that game is simultaneously right and good for the individual
and for the society. Ideologies foster cooperation of like-minded individuals, as they
promote some kinds of games and suppress others. Cooperation, in other words,
emerges as a shared agreement about proper rules of the game, which unites its fol-
lowers into powerful social groupings, able to promote their vision, which they
believe to be both right and good. Ideologies are backed with socially generated
powers: they make corresponding patterns of social behaviour ‘powerful’.

In the hourglass model of social structure the lower and upper layers of the
hourglass differ not only in their political and economic resources, but also in their
preferred rules of the game. The structure of beliefs about these rules may itself be
an independent factor of power struggles within society. If one dominant paradigm
prevails, rational strategies and normative considerations of individuals may contra-
dict with each other, which creates situations of cheating and hypocrisy. When the
paradigm, promoted by the upper layer, is confronted by the opposite one, negative
mobilisation may strengthen, resulting in destabilisation and unrest. Finally, the situ-
ation may be brought back to stability only if a new approach emerges, suggesting
institutional rules of the game and transforming antagonistic competition into hori-
zontal cooperation and trusting relations.

The hourglass model of social structure emerged long before Perestroika, in the
shadow of the dominant communist ideology. Despite that during the Soviet time
public space was not free, by the end of Soviet rule society enjoyed some level of
shadow autonomy. This was a natural outcome of a split between official might and
popular will – the emergence of a shadow alternative informal normative order that
regulated social relations at the bottom of the hourglass. This strong social cohesion
weakened during the transition, as the liberation of the system created an opportu-
nity for various kinds of legitimate inequalities and interpersonal competition. The
normative order based on negative integration against the external power was then
challenged by the new emerging relations.

In the transitory period, actors regularly encounter moral dilemmas. Their per-
ception on what kind of behaviour was normatively right (according to the formal
rules or informal norms) in a given situation may regularly contradict the rational
calculation of success. The most chaotic situation emerges if most of actors are in
conflict with themselves – rationally they prefer to play one game, while norma-
tively they are expected to do something different. In other words, such actors
would have to make a difficult choice between right behaviour and desire of suc-
cess, between cooperation and competition.
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Despite the disappearance of the official communist ideology during the first
stage of transformation (up to the Rose Revolution in 2003) one dominant ide-
ology-based principle of the system remained. The paradigm of democratisation
(instead of Scientific Communism) provided the vision of normatively right
future order. It fostered a strong potential for mobilisation of society, radical
system changes, and it was not imposed top-down but, rather, broadly accepted
as having no legitimate alternatives. Regardless of whether they were beneficia-
ries or not actors had to respect democratization, at least publicly, although
cheating remained possible when in ‘the shadow’. In other words, while pro-
viding a vision for system transformation, the paradigm did not serve as rem-
edy to regulate structural power conflicts. The division into legitimate norms
and unofficial practical reality remained; fostering corruption and weakening the
rule of law.

During this period the relatively free media and active involvement of society in
a political discourse helped to diminish a discursive gap between ideological strug-
gles and pragmatic interests, but produced mostly chaotic ideas rather than a plural-
ity of political standings. For a long period of time, beliefs, interests and values of
individuals were only loosely transformed into policy visions, providing for an
extremely chaotic and complicated political landscape, in which numerous political
parties emerged and died without achieving any ability of representing society.
Given the complexity of the political agenda of the region and the nature of the
political system under Shevardnadze it was not surprising: the expected proportional
system of parliamentary representation allowed for such plurality, while ineffective
executive power made such representation uncoupled from any conclusive action.
Being unable to influence upper level of the system, the society accepted the leader-
ship of the ‘pro-western reformers’ who claimed that further democratisation would
bring power to the society. The ‘pro-democracy’ discourse that was twinned at that
time with the pro-Western stances managed to overshadow this chaos of policy pri-
orities and to create a momentum of negative mobilisation that brought power to
the leaders of the Rose Revolution in 2003.

After 2003 the situation started to change. In 2007, during the next state of mass
mobilisation, the opposition applied the same strategy and the same pro-democracy
discourse but this time without success. The difference between 2003 and 2007
may be explained with the quick redistribution of resources in favour of the state
within this short period of time. It can also be explained by the fact that the new
regime, in contrast to the previous one, developed its defences against opposition.
This time the pro-democracy discourse was not the dominant one, as it was con-
fronted with an alternative, favouring strong power concentrated in the hands of the
government. The pro-Western agenda (NATO integration, US cooperation) and pro-
democracy agenda (human rights, rule of law, fair elections) were by 2007 no
longer attributes of the same political position; they split into opposite poles, each
supporting different patterns of power relations: hierarchy and equality (Schofield
et al. 2011).

The split in the dominant political ideology into two poles has been paralleled
by the transformation of the media that supported them. The whole history of the
post-Soviet ideological struggles in Georgia may be pictured as a history of the
mass media, with the several stages of power balances among various outlets and
their owners. As the media was freed from the monolithic Soviet pyramid of cen-
sorship during Perestroika, post-Soviet elites soon realised that in order to keep
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control of political influence in their hands they did not need to censor the media;
controlling television was quite enough for staying in power. In Georgia, however,
for a long time television was providing a plurality of opinions until the opposi-
tional Rustavi2 managed to become a leader in public opinion, dominating the
political landscape (Anable 2006). After the Rose Revolution the media landscape
evolved into a system with two camps, each supporting its own political agenda.
The split soon polarised: not only did the agenda become different, but also two
very different pictures of Georgian reality emerged, with no middle ground in
between (Sumbadze 2009).

This split of ‘reality’ into two versions did not disappear after one side of the
pole, Imedi was destroyed in 2007. While the government established direct control
over most of remaining TV outlets, the opposite vision remained on some relatively
small TV outlets, but mostly moved to the Internet.

Being almost unable to be heard on TV, the opposition discourse transformed.
The transformation altered its structure and its content. Social media, which now
provides space for the oppositional stances, cannot play the same political role as
the television did before. Social media primarily creates networks: in contrast to
television, social media does not create charismatic political leaders but strengthens
social cohesion on a bottom of hourglass instead.

As the experience of the Arab revolutions of 2011 demonstrated, communication
through social media may be quite enough for sudden anti-system mass protests.
Such protests may also lead in time to regime change in Georgia, but it would be
premature to speculate about the future of the system and of the balance of powers
at this moment. Taking in to consideration that the system now can defend itself
not only physically but also with it alternative ideology, one can expect that from
this time the pro-democracy discourse has lost its potential to lead to mass mobili-
sation against the system. Despite that the regime continues to drift from democracy
towards the ‘electoral autocracy’, the appeals for democracy can still foster protests
and even lead to the change of ruling elites, but it has nothing to suggest in terms
of the system change. Mass opinion now questions the very instrument of the gov-
ernment change as a lever for acquiring political power. Citizens wonder, what if,
in a case of elite change, the new leaders demonstrate the same opportunism as the
previous ones? What are the mechanisms that would ensure bottom-up influence of
society over the government? Do elections really provide such an instrument, or
they may serve only as a valve, helping to change one patrimonial president for a
new, no less patrimonial one.

Until these questions are answered by some new paradigmatic and mobilizing
doctrine, the existing system will remain, neither transforming into complete autoc-
racy, nor into democracy. The upper, pro-Western side has not enough leverage to
subordinate the pro-democracy opponents completely because it experiences pres-
sures from the outside and because society has resources and a long-lasting tradition
of patient waiting in shadow until the moment of rebellion comes. So a final turn
against democracy and the institutionalisation of the complete autocracy is unlikely.
On the other hand, the pro-democracy society cannot oppose the West, because of
political culture and history and because of economic dependence. So a model of
anti-Western totalitarian democracy, providing for the tyranny of the fundamentalist
majority is unlikely as well.

Nevertheless, destabilisation linked with regime change may happen. The rela-
tions among upper and lower layers of hourglass remain antagonistic. Despite that
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neither of them has an ideology to take over the other side completely, they have
enough leverage to make continued polarisation inevitable. Their normative incom-
patibility forms a structure of communication that allows for a parallel co-existence
of antagonistic discourses.

Conclusions

It is difficult to predict how balance of powers will change in Georgia in forthcoming
years. It may well depend on external conditions and influences that were mostly not
considered in this paper. It is possible that the society will accumulate more symbolic
and material capital and will try once more to change the balance of power in its
favour. In this case a new wave of mass mobilisation may follow. Or, on the contrary,
the inequalities will increase the potential of ruling elites to keep in power, combin-
ing redistribution and coercion to preserve the current state of affairs for longer.
Chaos, on one side, and autocracy on the other may compete with each other as pos-
sible undesirable alternatives in the absence of a third, middle way of development.
This desirable third way may be articulated in different terms; a social contract on a
system level, strong social capital on a structure level, or the better rule of law, pro-
viding for stronger representation and contractual relations on the level of institutions.
It may be envisaged as the transformation of dominant game patterns from antagonis-
tic competition to a combination of various positive sum games, and competitive or
cooperative multiplayer ones. But until the system and the structure find a middle
way of cohabitation, based on trust and cooperation, stability will remain fragile.

Notes
1. This and other observations on social capital in Georgia result from the qualitative

research by author and her colleagues in the frames of project ‘The Role of Social Capi-
tal in Rural Community Development in Georgia’ funded by Academic Swiss Caucasus
Net.

2. Parliament consisted from deputes, elected from the single member districts in a two-
round system and from the proportional party lists, for which whole country was consid-
ered as a singe constituency. A 5% threshold significantly decreased the proportionality
of the parliament, as there were numerous small parties. The parliament had strong stand-
ing committees and factions with the significant leverage on participation in a legislative
process.

3. First households got land as a permanent possession, which later on was transformed into
the full property rights including rights to sell it.
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