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Introduction 

Alessandro Pizzorno and I met for the first time under the auspices of a collective project directed by 

Suzanne Berger and supported by the Social Science Research Council of the United States.  Reflecting back on 

that project, I think it had two purposes: (1) to challenge the near monopoly that political parties and competitive 

elections had on the study of Western European politics by inserting the importance of interest associations and 

their influence on policy-making; and (2) to ensure that the then dominant conceptualization of interest politics, 

i.e. pluralism, was at least supplemented by the notion and possibility of an alternative configuration, i.e. 

corporatism. The eventual product of this research group, Organizing Interests in Western Europe: Pluralism, 

Corporatism and the Transformation of Politics, accomplished this successfully and became something of a 

“paradigm shifter” for subsequent students of the region.1 

Pizzorno and I had adjacent chapters in this volume: His Chapter Nine, ”Interests and Parties in Pluralism,” 

and my Chapter Ten, “Interest Intermediation and Regime Governability in Contemporary Western Europe and 

North America.” They may have been physically proximate, but they were epistemologically far apart.  In the 

terms set by the famous Methodenstreit in the German social sciences of the late 1900s, mine was an almost pure 

example of the Erklarung (explanation) approach and his an excellent example of the Verstehen (understanding) 

one.  I manipulated a set of data measuring differences in systems of interest politics and public policy outcomes 

to test for the direction and significance of empirical correlations.  Pizzorno put together a complex and very 

erudite analysis of the forces behind and the attitudinal changes brought about by the emergence of what he called 

(after A. V. Dicey) “the collectivist era.”  To a rather surprising extent, we agreed with each other, although no 

one reading the two chapters was likely to have recognized this.   

Our paths continued to cross erratically during the 1980s until they converged on the European University 

Institute when we both became members of its (rotating) faculty.  Frankly, I do not know how much to attribute 

to our chats over lunch in the EUI mensa or to our more episodic dinners at his splendid casa colonica on the 

slopes of the Monte Morello, but I found myself progressively converging upon his “understanding” approach 

                                                 
1  (London: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 



Page 2 

 

that relied so heavily upon a historical understanding of actor intentions and perceptions and relied less and less 

on explaining what I was researching exclusively in terms of functional or structural “coincidences.”  Whatever 

its intellectual impact, these were certainly enjoyable moments – at least, seem from my perspective. 

The generic topic that initially brought us together was “representation” and, more specifically, its relation 

to what I have subsequently come to call “real-existing democracy” (RED).  For it was the re-invention of 

representative institutions that rescued the notion of democracy from its city-state and cantonal ghetto and made 

it potentially relevant for the larger emerging political units of national states in Western Europe and North 

America.  When combined with constitutional guarantees of property, an independent judiciary and the checks 

and balances between governing institutions, this new regime of political liberalism was also rendered compatible 

with the interests of privileged elites of landowners and urban bourgeois.  This “package” became the dominant 

form of legitimate politics, first in these two regions, and, subsequently, in some regimes in almost every corner 

of the earth.   

Ironically, just as it seemed to be spreading everywhere, REDs – even some of the most venerable ones – 

entered into a serious regime crisis.  I will argue in the following essay, the institutions of representation have 

been at the very core of this development  

   

The Crisis: A Conceptualization 

Real-existing Democracies’ (REDs) seem to be in real trouble.12  Academics and practitioners tend to 

agree on this and both can produce long lists of negative trends to illustrate it.  Most of these would include items 

such as: (1) decline in electoral turnout; (2) fall in party membership and identification; (3) greater volatility in 

voter preferences and, hence, electoral outcomes; (4) greater difficulty in obtaining and sustaining majority 

support for governments; (5) decrease in trust in politicians, parties and political institutions in general; (6) 

declining centrality of parliament;  and (7) increased devolution of authority to administrative bodies. Antonio 

Gramsci may have had these in mind when he referred to “the morbidity symptoms” that he thought marked the 

crisis of a declining political order and the birth pangs of a new one.3 

Before one can assess – explain or understand – whether or not contemporary REDs are suffering from a 

generic crisis in representation, it is necessary to specify what it is that is allegedly in crisis.  At least since Hanna 

Pitkin’s path-breaking book on The Concept of Representation, we know that this is by no means an easy task.  It 

is an “essentially contested” matter what representatives are supposed to do with the interests and passions of 

citizens in order to produce and reproduce RED.  Are they agents, delegates, trustees, mandatories, guardians, 

                                                 
2  In this essay, democracy does not refer to the real semantic thing, i.e., “rule by or of the people,” but to the 

closest practical approximation of this, namely, “Real-Existing Democracy” (RED). Elsewhere, I have argued 

that it should be called “Politocracy”, i.e., rule by politicians who claim to be ruling for the people.  
3  Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, p. 276. 
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embodiments, tutors, aesthetic symbols, statistical descriptors, metaphorical agents, ideological indoctrinators, or 

….?  Different theories of what liberal democracy is or should be would support any or all of the above 

conceptualizations and Pitkin’s capacious (and much cited) definition could be applied to almost all of them: 

“representing here means acting in the interest of the represented, in a manner responsive to them.”4 

In my work on interest politics, I found it desirable to eliminate the term altogether and to replace it with 

another: intermediation.5 This was intended to signal that representatives (i.e. intermediaries) are not just passive 

“re-presenters” of already and independently formed preferences of citizens, but also play an active role in 

formulating those preferences.  They do not just aggregate (or adjudicate between) the preferences of individuals, 

but also contribute to creating the identities and even the constituencies within which their interests and passions 

are expressed.  Granted this process of intermediation is likely to be more significant in corporatist systems in 

which individuals have no choice but to be represented by singular, monopolistic, state-recognized associations 

than in pluralist ones where they presumably are free to exit and to enter alternative ones.  Nevertheless, I would 

argue that, given sunken “historical costs” and organizational “path dependencies,” intermediation is still a better 

descriptor of much of what they do than the usual, more passive and uni-directional, notion of representation.6 

 In an effort at re-conceptualizing it, I propose the following classification system for what it is that 

representatives are supposed to do in the framework of a RED.  It cross-tabulates two dimensions:  (1) Process -

- whether they act merely as “passive” transmitters of information (representation) to the political process or 

whether they are also “active” transformers of that information (intermediation); and (2) Purpose -- whether their 

role is only to be “responsive” to the interests and passions of their voters/members or whether they are presumed 

to be “responsible” for the performance/survival of the unit as a whole7 

 

  

                                                 
4  Hannah Pitkin, The Concept of Representation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967), p. 8. 

 
5   Interest Politics and Political Change in Brazil (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1971). 

 
6  This limited conception of the role of representatives is well illustrated by a recent collection of excellent essays edited by 

Peter Hall et al., Politics of Representation in the Global Age ( …).. While the volume does not limit itself to analysing party politics – 

perhaps, because most of the authors are Europeanists, not Americanists – it does specify the role of representatives in the usual 

‘passive mode.’ Their distinctive political tasks are analysed as “identification”, “mobilization”, and “adjudication” – all seeming to 

presume that the interests and passions they represent have already been formed by individual citizens and just waiting to “re-

presented” by party politicians, interest group spokespersons or social movement activists.  In the case studies assembled, there is 

amble evidence that these intermediaries actually play an important and active role not only  in these three processes – and this is even 

recognized in the introductory essay -- which might have led to the introduction of a four task: ”indoctrination” or “tutelage”. 
7   Maier, Peter. 2013. Ruling the Void. London: Verso Books. 
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Figure One: GENERIC TYPES OF REPRESENTATIVES 
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The standard description in the literature is that of an Agent who is supposed to pass on information to 

authorities about interests and passions provided by individual citizens (who are presumed to be the exclusive 

Principals), to act to his or her best ability to further those interests or passions, and to present him or herself 

periodically for approval by these same citizens  – usually within a territorial constituency.8  The standard 

alternative description is that of the Trustee, someone who listens to his or her constituents, but is expected to be 

capable of acting independently of their interests or passions, in response to the interests or passions of the unit 

as whole – usually conceptualized as an existing nation-state or one of its sub-units.   

If one abandons the notion of passivity in the transmission process and credits representatives (especially 

organizationally- or self-selected ones, rather than just competitively elected ones) with having an active role in 

forming the interests and passions of their voters-members-followers-admirers, then, we find two new types of 

representatives : (3) the Tutor who focuses on convincing his or her constituents (functional and ideational, not 

only territorial) to conform to his or her conception of what their interests and passions should be; and (5) the 

Embodiment who claims on the basis of his or her special inheritance (in the historical cases of royalty) or 

personal talent (in the contemporary case of charismatic populist leaders) that he or she is uniquely capable of 

understanding their interests or passions and of using public authority to realize them.  Tutors and Embodiments 

tend to emerge as the leaders of interest associations or social movements in the context of civil society, although 

                                                 
8  The usual term for this was delegate but, given the ubiquitous use of the rationalist “principal-agent” 

paradigm in the recent literature, I have preferred to use agent. 
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they may convert their efforts at collective action into political parties, either by taking over pre-existing ones 

(usually the case in first-past-the-post electoral systems) or forming new ‘fringe’ ones (usually in systems of 

proportional representation).  

[There is a sixth type of representative that has very ancient democratic credentials and is used very 

frequently by those who wish to be successful as Agents, Trustees, Tutors and Embodiments, namely, the Sortee, 

or person randomly chosen to “statistically represent” a given population. Since this type of representative is 

rarely given the direct opportunity to hold public office or to influence public policy, I have not included him or 

her – which is not to say that survey research which depends on honest representations by sortees has not become 

an important component of all REDs.] 

 

The Crisis in Representation: An Analysis 

There is nothing new about REDs being in crisis or about their rather extraordinary capacity for dealing 

successfully with its consequences. This type of regime has repeatedly  managed to cope with two challenges that 

are intrinsic to it: (1) that its core principles of political equality, citizen participation, and ruler accountability 

have never been fully realized in practice and, hence, that it is doomed always to be regarded as a perpetually 

unfinished product; and (2) that its very mechanisms of free expression, competition and representation ensure 

that it will constantly have to adjust to changing imperatives and demands and that its institutions can only do so 

belatedly and against the resistance of those who presently benefit from them. In other words, crises have been 

endemic and may even have been essential for the survival of REDs.  

I am convinced, however, that the present crisis is particularly serious, because it involves a number of 

simultaneous challenges, rather than the previous historical pattern whereby REDs  confronted and adjusted to 

them sequentially by gradually introducing reforms.9  If this were not enough, contemporary REDs face no 

threatening enemy or plausible alternative. They can no longer be justified by what they are not or by what might 

replace them. Their legitimacy, henceforth, will depend almost exclusively on their conformity to those 

unattainable principles of the equality of influence of citizens, their extensive participation in making decisions, 

and their assured and comprehensive capacity to hold rulers accountable for their actions in the public realm. The 

democratic emperor may be even more firmly ensconced on his throne (and in more places) than ever before, but 

he (or, more frequently nowadays, she) is increasingly seen as naked by his or her subjects.  The previous liberal, 

constitutional, representative, national history of democracy may have ended—as predicted by Francis 

                                                 
9  Great Britain in the prototype; France is the anti-type. 
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Fukuyama—but a new period of history has begun and this one will be even more tumultuous and uncertain that 

the one that has just ended.10 

In Figure Two,  I have depicted a ‘sketch’ of what I think are the sources of this discontent. Nota bene, I 

said “sources,” not “causes.” The latter are presumed in the social sciences to produce determined effects—

usually on a probabilistic basis. The former are antecedent conditions (“structures” or “patterns”) that may or may 

not be translated into the more proximate factors that produce observable and consequential behaviors.  

The difference is due to something called “agency.” This process of translation is contingent upon two 

generic factors that were identified by Machiavelli long ago: virtù and fortuna. First, actors affected by the 

diverse sources have to identify them, come up with an apposite strategic response, and convince others to act in 

concert with them, in other words, they have to become effective politicians. Second, any such response is 

bound to be uncertain—to contain significant risks—and, therefore, to be subject to unforeseen events and 

unexpected coincidences. 

Figure Two 

   

The central theme of Figure Two is that REDs are being assailed from two directions: (1) a set of changes 

that are endogenous to its practice, and (2) a set of changes that are exogenous to it, but affect the social, 

cultural and economic environment in which RED is embedded and from which it derives its resources. I have 

                                                 
10   Fukuyama, Francis, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: The Free Press, 1992) 
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listed five “candidates” for inclusion in the two sets of changes, but they are merely approximations that deserve 

further elaboration and, perhaps, supplementation.  

On the left are the Endogenous Sources : (1) Replacement of individuals by permanent organizations—

political parties, interest associations, and social movements—as their effective citizens; (2)  Professionalization 

of the role of politician (including those surrounding him or her); (3) Convergence of party programs making it 

increasingly difficult to rely upon the classical difference between Left and Right; (4) Spread of guardian 

institutions staffed by technocrats and deliberately chartered to be independent of the competitive political 

process; (5) Emergence of multi-layered governance arrangements that confound the distinctions between 

national, sub-national, and supra-national authority. 

On the right are the Exogenous Sources: (1) Individualization of work experience due to increased 

dominance of the service sector, smaller and smaller units of production, with more “ambiguous class relations;” 

(2) Shift of center of accumulation within capitalism from industry to financial services; (3) Globalization of 

systems of production, trade, and consumption (with the consequent decline in capacity of national governments 

to regulate and re-distribute); (4) New information and communication technologies that facilitate direct but 

virtual exchanges between citizens at little or no cost; and (5) Enhanced diffusion of knowledge about political 

experiences and outcomes across national borders. 

In Figure Two, these endogenous (political) sources combine on the left to produce and reproduce mistrust 

in the politicians and institutions of REDs. The exogenous (socio-economic) sources on the right contribute to 

the spread of anomie in the population. The core hypothesis embedded in the figure is that the peculiar intensity, 

persistence, and potential threat of the present crisis are rooted in the interaction between these two “intermediate 

conditions”. Mistrust alone would most likely result only in sporadic outbursts of resistance by citizens, usually 

in the form of reactions to revelations of scandalous malfeasance in office. Anomie alone only provides an 

incentive to withdraw passively from politics or to express personal dissatisfaction which, however, is incapable 

of motivating others due precisely to the hypothesized social isolation of citizens. Together, mistrust and anomie 

seem (to me) to be capable of sustaining a movement that could threaten the future of “democracy as we have 

known it”. 

 

The Crisis: a Prognosis 

As we have discussed above, the translation of sources into causes into symptoms and eventually into 

outcomes is contingent upon how (and even if) agents react to the challenges and opportunities posed by 

endogenous and exogenous sources. We have grouped them into two categories: fortuna and virtù, derived from 

the work of Machiavelli, the first political theorist to deal systematically with what much later became known as 

the “agency problem.” 



Page 8 

 

Above in the sketch, there is a list of some of the recent potential “accidents” that were neither foreseen 

nor produced by the practice of RED: (1) The collapse of the Soviet Union and its empire; (2) The absence of any 

plausible threat of revolution within REDs; (3) The crash of  finance capitalism in 2008 (and its likely repetition 

in the future); and (4)  The pressures generated by mass migration flows due to declining living standards and 

warfare. Needless to say, by its very nature, no one can predict what will fill this space in the future. 

Below in the sketch, the analytical problem is not the sheer number of potentially relevant occurrences, 

but the fact that virtù is a more elusive and idiosyncratic property that is more difficult to predict from objective 

sources or intermediate conditions.11 I have again limited my selections to four—and they are all of dubious 

validity: (1) General increase in the level of education of the population; (2) Greater diffusion of knowledge about 

‘virtuous’ (and ‘vicious’) political experiences from country to country; (3)  Emergence of trans-national, 

governmental, and non-governmental, organizations promoting democracy, human rights, and the rule of law; 

and (4) the institutionalization of the academic discipline of political science and its  global spread. 

If this sketch is at all accurate – and if, as Gramsci observed, such “morbidity symptoms” are the sign of 

an emerging new political order, then, to be effective in saving the basic continuity of principles with liberal, 

‘real-existing’ democracy, eventual institutional reforms should focus (1) on restoring trust in the organizations 

and persons intermediating between citizens and their rulers (elected, selected or self-appointed), and (2) on 

overcoming anomie by re-establishing inter-personal bonds of identity and interest between members of social 

groups.12    

The most obvious implication of this brief (and superficial) exposition of “causes” of the most immediate 

political factors that might eventually produce changes in the laws or practices of a given RED is that this 

transformation is likely to be a highly contingent process. REDs as a group are likely to suffer the same bundle 

of morbidity symptoms for some time into the future and, nevertheless, produce quite different, regime-level 

outcomes. It will be impossible to predict how long any particular RED -- whether archeo or neo - will suffer 

from the combination of citizen distrust and personal anomie before it manages to change its rules and practices 

and, thereby, becomes another version of itself or fails and becomes an alternative type of regime. As we have 

suggested above, there does not seem to be any immediate danger of revolution or even large-scale violent 

resistance. Endemic discontent will only result in sporadic and isolated rebellions that make it more uncomfortable 

and expensive for rulers to rule, but not provide a sufficient incentive for reform. Indeed, in the short run, anomie 

is of benefit to entrenched rulers. It divides and incapacitates their potential opponents—as long as the rulers 

                                                 
11  Here, I would have referred the reader to the immense literature on “leadership” if I thought it would 8FL02 be useful. I have 
not found it so. 

12  For a presentation of some of these potential reforms, see Philippe C. Schmitter & Alexandre Trechsel, eds., The Future of 

Democracy in Europe” Trends, Analyses and Reforms (Strasbourg: Council of Europe Publishing, 2004). 
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themselves remain sufficiently coherent in their collective response and do not become anomic themselves. 

Distrust from below can be tolerated for a long time—unless politicians begin to distrust each other sufficiently 

that they can no longer form viable governing coalitions. The threat from dissenters may be less acute (and less 

focused on specific social groups) than in the past, but pressure for reform is bound to increase. If nothing else, it 

is simply embarrassing to have so many dissatisfied citizens-cum-subjects around. And, now that they are all 

more deeply embedded in a web of complex institutional and ideational interdependences, once some RED begins 

to reform itself and is successful in doing so, its example will be much more contagious than in the past. 

As we mentioned at the beginning of this essay, democracy has been there before and survived—by 

redesigning its institutions. Three elements have combined to produce this outcome: (1) a collective agent who 

was willing to bear the costs of transformation; (2) an ideology that presented a credible alternative future 

regime; and (3) a convincing strategy for bringing about the transformation. Unfortunately, none of these seems 

to be immediately available in most REDs. The old ones no longer exist in most old and new REDs, e.g., the 

disenfranchised, the proletariat, the racially excluded; or are no longer credible, e.g., imperialism, socialism, 

communism; or no longer readily available, e.g. coup d’état, mass mobilization, revolution. However, to the 

extent that history repeats itself (whether first as tragedy and then as farce remains to be seen) these elements 

may eventually come together. But will they produce a different type of democracy or something else? 

I used to think (and published) that the eventual outcome would be one of three types of reformed RED: 

(1) pre-liberal, (2) more liberal, or (3) post-liberal. Normatively, I was attracted to the first -- some variant of 

Athenian-like participatory, direct democracy.  Objectively, based on current trends, I presumed the third – 

some eventual institutionalization of populist hegemony. Reluctantly, I had to admit that the astonishingly 

persistent hegemony of neo-liberal ideology— despite its repeated failures to deliver—has probably ensured the 

greater likelihood of the second for the foreseeable future.13 

But what if the future were to be something other than some revised version of liberal democracy? It 

may be worthwhile to consider another potential alternative and it already has a name: Meritocracy.14 It would 

creep unobtrusively into the existing practice of REDs through two interrelated processes.  The first would 

involve a thorough de-politicization of the previous citizenry, converting them into grateful subjects. Its 

                                                 
13   
For my thoughts on this prospect, see "Post-Liberal Democracy: Does It Have a Future?", in Karlheinz Bentele, Bernd Reissert and 

Ronald Schettkat (ed.), Die Reform-fähigkeit von Industriegesellschaften (Frankfurt/New York: Campus, 1995), pp. 47-63; “The 

Prospect of Post-Liberal Democracy”, in Karl Hinrichs, Herbert Kitschelt, Helmut Wiesenthal (Hg), Kontingenz und Krise. 

Institutionenpolitik in kapitalistischen und postsozialistischen Gesellschaften. Claus Offe zu seinem 60. Geburtstag (Frankfurt/New 

York: Campus Verlag, 2000) pp.     and "Un esbozo del posible aspecto de una democracia 'post-liberal'", in J. F. Tezanos (ed.) Clase, 

Estatus y Poder en Las Sociedades Emergentes. Quinto foro sobre tendencias sociales (Madrid, Editorial Sistema, 2002), pp. 587-598. 

 
14  For a discussion of the concept, see Bell, David A.and Chenyang Li (eds.) The East Asian Challenge for Democracy. 

Political Meritocracy in Comparative Perspective. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013). For a critical comment, see my 

“Reflections on Political Meritocracy: Its Manipulation and Transformation,” ibid. pp. 363-374. 
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ideological appeal as an alternative regime form might begin with the following questions/assertions: Why do 

you want to spend so much time, money, and emotional energy participating in politics? There are much more 

rewarding things to do in life. And, moreover, if you will just sit back and not interfere, the meritocrats will 

provide you with much better and more reliable benefits than a bunch of squabbling and self-regarding 

politicians. Its advent could be just the sort of collective “altruistic suicide” that Durkheim predicted for anomic 

individuals.   

The second transformation process is also already well underway via the spread of so-called (by Robert 

Dahl) “guardian institutions”.15  Over the past 20 or more years—indeed, much longer in the case of the United 

States—REDs have ceded authority to specialized agencies of the state—usually regulatory bodies—that have 

been assigned responsibility for making policy in areas which politicians have decided are too controversial or 

complex to be left to the vicissitudes of electoral competition or inter-party legislative struggle. The locus 

classicus in the contemporary world is the central bank, but earlier examples would be the general staffs of the 

military, anti-trust agencies, or civil service commissions. The ideological justification is obvious and 

convincing to many: Why should we entrust policy-making to a bunch of corrupt politicians when there exists a 

group of honest experts who can do a much better job—and do so in an unbiased, supra-partisan way? Why 

should you as a citizen with many other things to worry about choose to interfere in decisions about issues that 

are too complicated for you to understand? 

The net effect of imposing de-politicization and guardianship upon REDs is rather obvious, if often 

concealed behind rhetorical claims to “Pareto-Optimality,” i.e., to providing public goods to everyone without 

additional costs for anyone. At the same time that their policy-makers are being deliberately and increasingly 

deprived of discretionary action over issues that have a major impact upon their citizens, these citizens are being 

convinced by neo-liberal ideology that “partisan” intervention by elected (and mistrusted) politicians would 

only be counter-productive and make things worse. Even more potentially appealing (or alienating) is the fact 

that some of these guardians are not fellow-nationals, but regional or global supra-nationals, vide the 

‘conditionality’ imposed by the IMF or the EU.  

Moreover, the task of legitimating these two trends has been greatly facilitated by the extra-ordinary 

diffusion (and apparent acceptance) of a novel normative theory of how public policies should be made and 

justified, namely, that of governance. All REDs would have to do in order to switch from government to 

governance is to reduce the status of citizens to providers of a form of mass entertainment every few years or so 

and to enhance the role of “stakeholders” in everyday policy-making for the issues that really matter. 

 

 

                                                 
15  Democracy and its Critics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), pp. 187-8. 

 


